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WHAT   THIS  STORY   IS  ABOUT 

A  Prince  of  India !  Young,  arrogant, 
good-looking,  rich,  and  ruling  his  province 
of  Kashmine  alone,  unquestioned.  And  an 
English  girl,  proud,  fearless,  radiant  in  her 
youth  and  beauty,  filled  with  pride  of  her 
race  and  disdain  of  the  native.  Such  were 
Reuel  de  Ramazan  and  Valerie  Ransome. 
For  reasons  not  unconcerned  with  the  fate  of 
the  Empire,  Valerie  "  played  with  fire  " — 
in  the  shape  of  Reuel.  And  he  determined 
to  humble  her. 

How  he  captured  her  and  made  her  a 
prisoner  in  his  palace  of  Kashmine,  how  she 
fought  against  him,  and  how,  in  the  end,  he 
won  her  surrender  and  her  love,  is  told  in 
a  story  which  vividly  depicts  the  romance 
and  glamour  of  India. 
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RAMAZAN,   THE   RAJAH 

CHAPTER  I 

POONA,  capital  of  a  district  of  the  same  name, 
a  town  eighty  odd  miles  south-east  of  Bombay, 
basked  in  the  increasing  heat  of  a  rising  Eastern 
sun.  Situated  in  the  midst  of  a  vast  stretch  of  green- 
brown,  sun-burned  land  it  looked  immense,  as  Indian 
cities  will,  yet  from  the  temple-crowned  hill  of  Parbati 
the  cantonment  was  plainly  visible,  lying  an  unspoken 
warning  to  the  rebellious  native  who,  in  the  past, 
had  striven  to  make  of  it  a  hotbed  of  unrest.  Low, 
grey-misted  mountains  half-encircled  the  slightly 
elevated  stretch  of  tropical  land,  while  patches  of  blue 
and  emerald  green,  caused  by  field  or  water,  and 
splashes  of  vermilion,  brick-red  and  orange,  broke  the 
vast  drab  green. 

The  paved  streets  and  houses  of  stone  and  brick,  some 
finely  designed,  including  the  old  palace  of  the  peishwas 
now  converted  for  modern  use,  raised  Poona  far  above 
an  Indian  village,  and  yet  it  was  far  less  advanced,  far 
more  Eastern  and  native  than  Bombay.  Nearly  every 
breed  of  brown  and  yellow  foreigner  could  be  met  there 
and  over  forty  languages  and  dialects  were  known  to 
be  spoken  in  the  bazaars.  The  motley  gathering  of 
people  who  moved  about  the  streets,  the  murmur,  the 
clamour,  the  mingling  of  strange  sounds,  and,  above 
all,  the  vivid,  ever-changing  colours,  were  distinctly 
of  the  East. 

Of  the  people,  Indians,  Afghans,  and  Europeans, 
who  hurried  or  sauntered  in  the  streets  and  byways, 
two  were  making  their  way  to  the  long,  rambling, 
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white-walled  building  that  then  housed  the  British 
Lieutenant-Governor  of  that  province.  These  two 
were  Europeans,  of  a  like  height  and  stature,  with  a 
fault  similarity  in  the  even,  easy  swing  of  their  walk. 
The  man,  slim  and  fair,  wore  the  customary  white 
suit  of  an  Englishman,  while  the  girl,  her  evenly  feat- 
ured, attractive  face  shaded  by  the  wide  brim  of  her 
hat,  was  attired  in  a  well-cut,  close-fitting  costume 
of  unrelieved  white,  while  a  veil  of  lace,  more  for 
ornament  than  use,  was  draped  round  the  hat,  the 
ends  falling  in  graceful  folds  behind. 

To  Valerie  Ransome  the  Eastern  town,  with  its 
motley  crowd,  its  noise  and  colours,  was  full  of  interest, 
for  it  was  only  the  other  day  that  she  and  her  brother 
had  entered  Poona  having  journeyed  from  Bombay. 
Although  it  was  early  and  the  sun  not  yet  high  in 
the  azure  sky,  its  rays  were  hot  and  the  soft  air  came 
against  the  face  with  a  keen  warmth.  At  times  a 
slight  wind  from  the  sun-scorched  plains  blew  sand 
and  dust  down  the  streets,  while  now  and  again  the 
perfume  of  frankincense  mingled  with  other  native 
scents,  came  strong  upon  the  air. 

Colour,  warmth,  and  perfume — the  atmosphere  of 
the  East ! 

But,  for  the  while,  Valerie  resisted  its  strange  spell. 
She  supported  the  idea  that  business  should  come 
before  pleasure,  and  so  determinedly  controlled  her 
straying  attention  and  walked  on  with  a  free,  swinging 
step  that  would  not  be  allowed  to  lag. 

To  all  appearances  they  were  tourists  like  many  of 
the  other  Europeans  who  mingled  with  the  natives 
about  the  streets,  sat  in  the  cafe's  or  wandered  through 
the  bazaars;  but  this  was  not  exactly  the  fact,  for 
there  was  a  purpose  in  the  journey  that  Valerie  and 
her  brother,  Lewis,  had  made  to  Poona  from  Bombay, 
where  the  former  had  lately  been  residing.  So  the 
morning  folio  wing  their  arrival  f ound  them  wending  their 
way  from  their  hotel  to  the  residence  of  the  Governor. 
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"  I  tell  you,  Val,  you'll  be  doing  us  a  great  service, 
aye,  and  England  also,  if  you  give  us  your  help  in  this 
affair." 

Lewis  Ransome,  it  must  be  mentioned,  was  a  lieu- 
tenant of  the  English  garrison  in  Poona. 

"  Well,  I  don't  promise,  remember  that,"  Valerie 
answered  in  a  slow,  cool  voice,  as  though  sure  of  her 
words.  "  But  I'm  willing  to  consider  the  proposition, 
and  if,  as  you  say,  there's  more  than  a  dash  of  adven- 
ture in  it,  why,  there's  every  chance  of  my  acceptance, 
of  me  giving  you  a  helping  hand  in  the  affair,  if  I 
don't  take  on  the  whole  thing.  Anyway,  you've  pro- 
mised that  I  shall  be  one  of  your  party  when  you  leave 
for  the  wilds." 

"  I  hope  you'll  be  one  of  us  in  our  mission  also. 
For  I  know  you,  Val.  I  know  what  a  sensible  head 
you've  got.  I  know  you'd  help  us  if  you  set  your 
heart  on  it.  That's  why  I  want  you  to  take  a  hand 
with  us." 

"  Well,  maybe  I  shall.  They're  expecting  us  at  the 
Governor's  place  ?  " 

"  Rather.  And  you'll  meet  a  few  friends.  They 
know  I'm  bringing  you." 

"  You  shouldn't  have  let  them  know,  Lewis.  I 
want  to  see  Poona  in  peace !  " 

Their  arrival  at  the  residence  of  the  Governor  cut 
short  the  conversation  and  almost  immediately  they 
were  admitted.  A  soft-footed  attendant  in  white 
conducted  them  at  once  to  a  large,  airy  room  in  the 
front  of  the  building^  and,  as  they  went,  Valerie  had 
some  difficulty  in  keeping  her  attention  from  straying 
about  the  interior  of  the  place,  the  decorations  of  which 
were  exceedingly  elaborate. 

In  the  room,  round  a  long  table,  lounged  half  a 
dozen  men.  Two  were  in  white  European  suits,  while 
the  other  four  wore  the  uniform  of  the  military  division 
then  quartered  in  Poona. 

On  the  entrance  of  Valerie  and  her  brother  all  came 
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to  their  feet  and  voices  raised  in  quick  greeting  rang 
down  the  room. 

The  first  to  greet  her  was  a  young  man  in  uniform 
who,  catching  her  in  his  arms,  kissed  her  affectionately 
on  both  fair  cheeks — to  the  obvious  envy  of  two  fellow- 
subalterns.  The  similarity  of  straight  features  pro- 
claimed him  also  a  brother,  as  did  his  airy  greeting 
of  Lewis. 

"  Yes,  Colonel  Marlow,  we  had  a  fair  journey  from 
Bombay  and,  as  you  see,  I  have  brought  her.  Now 
it  remains  for  you  to  win  her  services,  and,  I  assure  you, 
she's  got  a  head  full  of  sense  upon  her  shoulders  for  all 
the  lazy  life  she  has." 

Valerie  turned  to  acknowledge  the  greeting  of  the 
man  at  the  head  of  the  table  as  Lewis  presented  her. 
She  saw  a  man  of  tall  stature  with  a  delicate,  rather 
thin  face  and  grave,  deep-set  eyes. 

"  Monsieur  Lepont."  The  man  on  the  Colonel's 
left  bowed  and  flourished.  "  And  Captain  Garley  you 
know,  of  course  ?  " 

"  We  have  met  before." 

The  sudden  coldness  of  Valerie's  tone  and  the  stiff- 
ness of  her  slender  figure  well  revealed  her  feelings 
for  the  tall  man,  rather  heavily  built,  in  military 
uniform,  with  full  features  and  slightly  drooping  lips, 
who  moved  quickly  forward  to  clasp  her  reluctant  hand. 

"  Ah,  but  so  long  ago  that  it  seems  years  to  me, 
Miss  Ransome,"  he  murmured,  his  eyes  saying  more 
than  his  lips  as  his  glance  flashed  over  her. 

Valerie  turned  her  back  upon  him  to  receive  the 
undeniably  warm  greetings  of  the  two  young  lieuten- 
ants. A  few  moments  later,  the  two  young  men  having 
gone  reluctantly  from  the  room,  for  the  attractive 
beauty  of  the  Ransomes'  sister  was  unquestioned  and 
well-known  to  many  of  the  English  out  in  that  land 
where  fair  European  beauty  was  all  too  seldom  seen, 
she  took  a  seat  at  the  table  with  the  others  and  they 
came  to  the  matter  which  had  brought  her  to  Poona. 
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"  My  brother,  Colonel  Marlow,  has  given  me  but 
a  faint  idea  of  the  affair  in  which  I  might  be  able  to 
help  you,  thinking  that  you  would  prefer  to  put  the 
matter  before  me  personally." 

"  Miss  Ransome,  it  will  give  me  great  pleasure  to 
put  the  facts  clearly  before  you,  though,  of  course,  I 
wish  you  to  be  quite  free  in  your  decision  as  to  whether 
you  agree  to  assist  us  or  to  take  no  hand  in  the  matter. 
You  must  be  guided  quite  by  your  own  inclination." 

As  he  sat  at  the  head  of  the  table  Colonel  Marlow 
fixed  his  keen  glance  upon  the  woman  who  might,  or 
might  not,  be  of  so  much  assistance  to  them.  With 
unusual  care  he  noted  her,  judging  the  character  of 
her  ere  he  revealed  to  her  the  matter  which  then  held 
their  attention  in  Southern  India.  The  result  of  his 
scrutiny  drew  a  quicker  breath  from  him.  Never,  in 
his  wildest  imagination,  had  he  pictured  her  as  the 
woman  who  now  sat  facing  him.  It  was  not  her 
beauty  that  stirred  him,  but  the  assurance  and  strength 
of  character  which  showed  in  her  face.  The  straight, 
regular  features,  including  firm,  well-rounded  chin, 
spoke  of  determination,  a  will  not  easily  overcome, 
though  her  good  looks  softened  any  hardness  in  her 
face.  Beneath  her  hat  dark  brown  hair,  seeming 
almost  black  at  times,  showed  in  soft  waves  on  either 
side  of  her  head,  falling  against  a  delicate  skin  only 
richly  tinted  by  the  Eastern  sun  ;  eyes  of  deep  blue 
were  fringed  with  black  lashes  and  her  firmly  set  mouth 
was  softened  by  its  slight  curves. 

Her  rich  dark  hair  Valerie  Ransome  had  inherited 
from  her  French  mother,  even  as  she  had  taken  her 
intensely  blue  eyes  and  spirited  nature  from  her  English 
father. 

In  his  wildest  expectations  Colonel  Marlow  had  not 
looked  to  find  a  woman  who  would  be  more  likely  to 
assist  them.  If  she  did  agree  to  help  them,  she  would 
be  one  to  work  determinedly  and  not  be  easily  out- 
witted or  dismayed,  he  judged. 
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His  look  travelled  to  her  brothers.  They  were 
both  fair,  yet  possessed,  also,  the  same  straight  features, 
though  in  Claude  Ransome  they  were  set  in  a  smaller 
mould  altogether,  while  his  delicate,  drooping  mouth 
had  almost  the  appearance  of  a  girl's. 

"  Certainly  I  shall  choose  as  I  please."  Valerie 
smiled  her  assurance.  "  But  tell  me  of  this  matter. 
How  can  I  help  you  ?  " 

"  Miss  Ransome,  it  is  of  our  rule  here  in  this  part 
of  India.  You  are,  perhaps,  aware  of  the  feeling  that 
has  long  existed  between  a  certain  class  of  Indians 
and  the  British  ?  "  Colonel  Marlow  came  directly  to 
the  point.  "  You  know  how  difficult  it  has  been  for 
England  to  gain  the  rule  here  ?  Yes,  and  how  far  more 
difficult  it  has  been  for  the  British  to  keep  that  rule?" 

Valerie  nodded  gravely,  without  answering. 

"  That  difficulty  does  not  lessen,  it  sometimes 
increases." 

"  But  now  ?  "  she  exclaimed.  "  You  surely  have 
undisputed  rule  here  now  ?  " 

"  In  this  part — no.  There  is  something  brewing ; 
we  feel  sure  of  it.  There  seems  to  be  a  certain  cam- 
paign against  the  British.  And  we  want  to  find  out 
who  is  at  the  bottom  of  it.  Why,  only  two  nights 
ago  there  was  a  fine  rumpus  and  fight  in  the  Cafe 
Imperial,  which  I  haven't  got  to  the  bottom  of  yet." 

"Ah  —  indeed!"  Valerie  frowned  thoughtfully. 
"  But  where  do  I  come  in  ?  In  what  way  can  I  help 
you  ?  " 

"  I  was  coming  to  that.  As  I  said,  it  becomes  very 
difficult  for  us  to  maintain  the  rule  here.  The  natives 
cannot  wholly  be  trusted ;  they're  a  hot-blooded  lot 
altogether.  Some  say  it  is  their  own  land  and  would 
insist  on  having  their  own  laws,  on  ruling  themselves. 
There  are  about  the  country  at  this  moment  certain 
Princes  and  Chiefs  who  rule  with  a  power  that  is 
amazing  and  who  utterly  disregard  the  British  Govern- 
ment and  our  laws." 
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He  paused  to  give  weight  to  his  words.  Valerie 
sat  listening  with  obvious  attention,  regardless  of  the 
other  men  round  the  table. 

"  These  rulers  are,  we  are  sure,  influencing  the 
natives  to  defy  our  rule  and  to  have  their  own  laws 
which,  to  us,  are  no  laws  at  all.  Therefore  it  remains 
for  us  to  find  out  who  these  Chiefs  are." 

"  I  see."    She  nodded  again.     "  And  you " 

"  We  are  striving  to  discover  who  they  are.  For 
that  reason,  as  perhaps  you  know,  a  party,  including 
your  brother  Lewis,  is  starting  on  a  journey  through 
the  Deccan  and  least  known  parts  of  South  India  to 
Haidarabad  this  week,  and  if,  as  I  hope,  you  will  join 
it,  it  will  appear  but  a  tourist  party,  and  these  wily 
natives  will  have  no  suspicions  as  to  its  real  purpose. 
Also,  Miss  Ransome,  I  have  lived  long  enough  in  the 
world  to  know  that  a  woman's  wits  can  sometimes 
gain  more  than  all  the  valour  and  skill  that  a  man 
might  use.  Indeed,  a  woman's  wits  have  thwarted 
a  man  more  than  once  ere  now.  Therefore,  to  insure 
success  in  this  matter,  I  would  have  a  woman's  wits 
assisting  us  now." 

"  You  wish  me  to  help  you  in  finding  these  Indian 
chiefs  ?  "  Her  eyes  were  steady  and  inscrutable. 
"  And  when  you  know  who  they  are  you'll  seek  to 
crush  their  power,  to  bring  them  beneath  the  rule  of 
England  ?  " 

"  They  must  be  subdued  !  "  said  Lepont. 

"  We'll  subdue  them  if  we  have  to  kill  the  lot !  " 
snarled  Garley.  "  What's  it  matter  if  it's  their  coun- 
try ?  We  rule — and  shall  be  obeyed,  say  I !  " 

"It  is  for  India's  good  that  we  would  rule  India, 
though  the  native  will  not  always  see  it.  And  these 
Rajahs,  these  chiefs  who  would  disturb  them,  must 
have  their  power  crushed,  their  lawlessness  put  an 
end  to,"  said  the  Colonel.  "  Why,  in  a  little  while 
it  will  be  hardly  safe  for  English  people  to  travel  the 
country  between  here  and  Haidarabad." 
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"  Hardly  safe  ?  "  Valerie's  widened  eyes  betrayed 
her  surprise.  "  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"  For  the  last  six  months  parties  of  natives  have  been 
roaming  about  the  country  between  here  and  Haidara- 
bad  attacking  and  robbing  all  travellers  who  happen 
to  be  journeying  between  the  different  towns  and 
villages.  They  don't  stop  at  murder  either  when 
meeting  resistance." 

"  Indeed ! "  With  that  one  word  Valerie  sat 
motionless,  a  sudden  hardening  in  her  expression. 
Beside  her  Claude  Ransome  dropped  a  pen  on  the 
table  with  a  quick  rattle.  Captain  Garley  spoke  next. 

"  There's  no  doubt,  Miss  Ransome,  this  party  of 
outlaws  are  led  by  one  of  these  powerful,  rebellious 
Indians." 

Valerie  had  turned,  rising  slightly  in  her  chair,  to 
obtain  a  view  of  the  white  dusty  street.  At  the 
moment  two  Europeans  were  passing,  talking  in  quick, 
rather  high  voices  ;  behind  them  followed  two  Indians, 
of  the  higher  class,  walking  slowly,  looking  tall  and 
stately  with  their  high  turbans  of  pink  and  orange 
and  long,  white,  embroidered  coats.  It  seemed  difficult 
to  associate  the  latter  with  robbery  and  murder.  Her 
opinion  of  them  had  not  been  near  as  low  as  this. 

As  it  was Her  scruples  in  the  matter  were  brushed 

aside. 

"  So  you  see,  Miss  Ransome,  we  are  trying  to  find 
out  who  these  chiefs  are,"  Colonel  Marlow  continued. 
"  But  I  would  have  you  know  that  this  would  be  no 
easy  undertaking  for  you.  It  would  be  one  of  danger, 
one  that  would  expose  you  to  many  risks,  however 
careful  we  might  be." 

'  Yes,  it  would  be  dangerous  for  you,  Val,"  Claude 
Ransome  added. 

'  You  think  so  ?  "    Valerie's  attention  had  come 
back  ;    there  was  a  light  in  her  deep  eyes. 

'  You  know  something  of  the  East,  Miss  Ransome  ?  " 
the  Colonel  continued. 
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"  Oh,  yes  ;  I  have  lived  a  good  few  months  in 
Bombay." 

"  Then,  of  course,  it  will  not  be  so  risky  for  you 
as  for  an  ordinary  English  girl,  to  whom  the  East  is 
all  strange  and  attractive.  Captain  Davies  said  you'd 
be  the  woman  for  the  business." 

'  Yes,  I  know  something  of  the  East  and  the  Indians. 
Oh,  you  need  not  worry,  Colonel  Marlow,  I  can  handle 
them  all  right,  though  I  admit  I  can't  speak  their 
language  very  well." 

"  Nevertheless  there  would  be  some  danger  for  you. 
So  I  want  you  to  make  your  decision  freely  and  to 
consider  well  ere  you  decide.  I  am  a  soldier,  Miss 
Ransome,  else  I  would  not  dream  of  asking  your  help 
in  this  matter  or  of  exposing  you  to  the  risks  that 
you  will  run  in  working  with  us  and  assisting  us.  But 
a  soldier  has  but  to  act  in  the  interests  of  his  duty, 
regardless  of  all  personal  feelings." 

With  an  abrupt  movement  he  rose  and,  approaching 
the  window,  threw  it  more  widely  open. 

"  See,  Miss  Ransome — India  !  " 

From  the  window  through  a  break  in  the  wedge  of 
many  houses  a  part  of  the  country  surrounding  the 
town  could  be  seen  ;  rich,  drab-green  land  adorned 
with  stretches  of  blue  and  emerald  and  spots  of  red 
and  orange  and  purple.  Here  and  there  a  blue-grey 
mist  hung  above  the  green,  looking  like  a  gauzy  cloak 
draped  about  the  trees,  yet  caused  no  doubt  by  the 
steamy  air  of  some  swamp.  And  over  all  the  Eastern 
sun  shone  with  vivid,  golden  light. 

"It  is  beautiful !  "  she  exclaimed,  almost  involun- 
tarily. 

"  There !  To  you  it  is  beautiful.  To  you  it  is 
beautiful,  Miss  Ransome,  yet  that  outward  beauty 
can  be  a  cloak  for  things  that  are  not  beautiful.  It 
has  a  power,  a  mercilessness ;  danger  lies  under  its 
beauty.  There  is  the  peril  of  the  climate,  the  peril 
of  beast  and  reptile,  and  the  peril  of  the  native.  All 
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these  have  to  be  considered.  You,  Miss  Ransome, 
must  consider  them  well  before  you  agree  to  assist 
us  in  this  affair.  You  have  only  seen  the  beauty  of 
this  land,  therefore  I  would  not  have  you,  all  unsus- 
pecting, experience  its  power  and  its  ruthlessness." 

Valerie  smiled  faintly,  her  eyes  narrowed  and 
inscrutable  as  she  regarded  the  distant  land.  Added 
to  a  determined  will  and  spirited  nature,  she  had 
youth,  and  consequently  was  more  attracted  than  re- 
pelled by  his  words.  Moreover,  she  was  sure  of 
herself. 

"Ah,  but  you  offer  me  what  I  cannot  resist — adven- 
ture. Also  the  matter  appeals  to  me  immensely. 
It  promises  to  make  our  journey  through  the  country 
other  than  an  uneventful  tourist  trip." 

"  But  the  Indians,  mademoiselle,"  Lepont  added, 
"  you  cannot  trust  them.  They  can  be  a  fiery  lot 
of  devils,  as  vindictive  as  they  are  powerful.  Still " 

"  Oh,  I  don't  fear  the  Indians,"  she  laughed 
lightly.  "  I  think  I'm  clever  enough  to  outwit 
them  if  there  was  the  need." 

"  But  the  risk — it  does  not  trouble  you  ?  "  The 
Colonel  had  re-seated  himself  and,  regarding  her  keenly, 
noted  the  flash  of  her  blue  eyes,  the  firm  set  of  her 
rounded  chin  even  as  she  smiled. 

"  Colonel  Marlow,  you  influence  me  in  your  favour 
when  you  speak  of  risks  and  danger  and  difficulty. 
That  adds  excitement  to  life.  Indeed,  I'm  positively 
taken  with  the  affair  already." 

"  If  you  tell  my  sister  it's  a  difficult  and  dangerous 
undertaking  for  her,  you  may  count  upon  her  help." 
Lewis  laughed.  "  You  don't  know  Val,  Colonel." 

"  No  ;  but  I  think  I  can  judge  Miss  Ransome's 
character  with  some  accuracy,"  returned  the  Colonel 
gravely.  "  She  is  one  who  would  not  fear " 

"  Fear  ?  '  Valerie  laughed,  her  cool,  careless  laugh, 
and  the  flash  of  her  eyes,  the  lofty,  assured  poise  of 
her  dark  head  spoke  more  than  the  tone  of  her  voice. 
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"  What   should   I  fear  ?     I  can   take  care  of  myself 
very  well,  I  think." 

"  No  doubt  of  that !  "  cried  Lewis,  who  well  knew 
his  determined,  headstrong  sister. 

Claude,  however,  was  strangely  unresponsive,  though 
possessed  of  a  weak  nature  himself,  he  had  good  cause 
to  know  his  sister's  character.  Indeed,  he  had  seemed 
ill  at  ease  all  through  the  proceedings. 

"  Indeed,  we  shall  be  more  than  fortunate  if  honoured 
with  Miss  Valerie  Ransome's  assistance." 

Valerie  looked  out  of  the  window.  An  Indian,  in 
a  white,  silvered  turban  and  loose  blue  robe,  came 
down  the  street  riding  an  elegantly  bridled  white 
horse.  She  smiled.  Indeed,  she  had  not  thought 
that  the  work  they  would  offer  her  would  be  so  much 
to  her  liking.  An  uneventful  life  of  ease  was  not 
what  Valerie  Ransome  appreciated,  society  girl  though 
she  was.  From  her  father  she  had  inherited  a  liking 
for  travel  and  adventure,  and  in  this  affair  it  seemed 
she  would  have  both,  with  a  chance  to  put  her  wits 
against  others.  Her  wits  against  other  wits — and 
adventure  !  Now,  in  every  way,  the  project  appealed 
to  her.  She  laughed  again — softly. 

"  If  you  decide,  Miss  Ransome " 

Valerie  rose  to  stand,  a  faint  glitter  in  her  eyes,  a 
tall,  slender  figure  in  white  by  the  table. 

"  Colonel  Marlow,  I  have  to  thank  you  for  offering 
me  a  project  that's  completely  to  my  liking.     It's 
just  an  affair  I'd  have  chosen  to  banish  the  dreadful 
monotony  of  an  easy  and  uneventful  existence." 
'  Then — you  agree  to  help  us " 

"  Rather,"  she  returned.  "  I'll  assist  you  with 
pleasure,  Colonel  Marlow.  You  shall  have  a  woman's 
wits  to  assist  you  in  this  matter,  and  if  I  don't  find 
out  something  for  you  it'll  not  be  for  want  of  zeal  on 
my  part,  I  can  assure  you  !  " 


CHAPTER  II 

FOR  half  an  hour  longer  the  affair  was  discussed, 
plans  reconsidered,  and  fresh  plans  made  for 
the  journey  to  Haidarabad,  then  Valerie  rose 
again  to  return  to  the  hotel. 

In  a  small,  but  richly  decorated  ante-room  Captain 
Garley  stopped  her.  Lewis  had  been  detained  by  the 
Colonel  and  the  Captain  having  followed  her  and  closed 
the  door  behind  him  they  were  alone  for  the  moment. 
Valerie's  thoughts  were  so  occupied  with  the  affair 
which  then  held  the  attention  of  the  British  authorities 
and  which  offered  both  adventure  and  a  contest  of 
wits  for  her,  that  she  was  unaware  of  his  action  until 
she  felt  her  hands  caught  in  his  hot,  powerful  clasp. 

"  Valerie  !  Ah,  Valerie,  you  don't  know  how  good 
it  is  for  us  to  see  you  again  !  You've  turned  this 
cursed,  sweltering  place  into  a  land  of  beauty  now. 
I  could  hardly  endure  the  life  here  without  sight  of 
you,  and  now  that  you've  come " 

"  Captain  Garley  !  "  She  had  turned,  facing  him 
stiffly  but  perfectly  assured.  "  Please  do  not  re-open 
that  subject  again.  I  have  told  you  the  matter  is 
closed  between  us  as  far  as  I  am  concerned." 

"  Valerie  !  What  words  are  these  to  meet  me  with  ? 
Ah,  don't  fling  me  into  hell  again  !  I've  only  lived 
for  this  moment  when  I  might  see  you  again  and  ask 
when  you'll  marry  me.  By  God,  Val,  there's  not 
another  woman  like  you — with  your  striking  beauty 
and  your  will  and  spirit.  I'll  never  give  you  up  ! 
Say  you've  relented — when  you'll  marry  me." 

"  Marry  you  !  "  Her  eyes  flashed  up  and  down  him 
with  a  glance  as  clear  and  keen  as  steel.  "  Captain 
Garley,  I  shall  never  many  you  !  " 
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"  Never  ?  "  he  murmured,  looking  down  at  her  with 
narrowed,  glinting  eyes  ;  eyes  that  noted  the  beauty  of 
her,  the  clear,  delicate  skin,  dark  blue  eyes,  and  rich 
brown  hair. 

"  Never,"  she  repeated  with  a  look  that  was  straight 
and  steady  as  it  was  cold. 

With  a  sudden  lithe  movement  she  freed  her  hands 
from  his  hold,  tightly  as  he  gripped  them.  Her  mock- 
ing, assured  smile  seemed  maddening  to  him. 

"  Ha  !  "  There  was  a  faint  change  in  his  steely  grey 
eyes  ;  his  heavily  featured  face  was  slightly  flushed. 

"  Indeed,"  she  continued  coldly,  the  tilt  of  her  firm 
chin  very  pronounced,  "  I  have  no  intention  of  marrying 
at  all."' 

"  No  ?  Yet,  by  God,  Valerie,  you  were  made  to  be 
loved — and  to  love  !  You  are  to  be  won,  you  beautiful 
thing  !  " 

"  Quite  true.  I  have  yet  to  be  won  !  "  she  returned, 
as  cool  and  calmly  as  ever,  shooting  a  cold,  mocking 
glance  beneath  the  brim  of  her  hat.  "  Marriage  has  no 
attraction  for  me.  My  freedom  is  far  more  sweet  to  me 
than  all  the  allurements  of  marriage.  Besides,"  with  a 
faint  curl  of  her  lips  and  flash  of  her  blue  eyes,  "  I  have 
yet  to  meet  the  man  who  can  interest  and  attract  me 
sufficiently  enough  for  that." 

"  Yet  to  meet  your  master,  you  mean  !  "  he  cried, 
half  savagely. 

Valerie  shrugged  lightly. 

"  Certainly  I  have  not  yet  met  him." 

"  But,  by  Heaven,  you  shall !  "  Suddenly  and  with- 
out warning  he  caught  her  wrist  in  a  fierce,  half-savage 
grip.  "  That  is  what  you  want,  Valerie — to  meet  your 
master,  and  then,  by  Gad,  you'd  not  be  the  cold  woman 
or  self-willed  beauty  you  are  now !  " 

Valerie  did  not  recoil ;  she  stood  perfectly  straight 
and  stiff,  slightly  pale,  but  only  by  reason  of  his  brutal 
grip  of  her  wrist,  while  her  blue  eyes  suddenly  glittered 
like  sapphires. 
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"  Meet  him  you  will,  I  say  !  And  in  what  more  likely 
place  than  here,  where  the  veneer  of  civilisation  is  thin 
and  life  is  life  without  any  cloakings  or  drapings.  He 
who  has  power,  rules — as  you've  heard.  You'd  best  be 
careful  how  your  assurance  and  self-will  leads  you  here, 
especially  in  the  matter  of  finding  these  Indians." 

"  Captain  Garley,  I  can  very  well  take  care  of  myself. 
I  thank  you.  Release  my  hand !  " 

"  You  beautiful  fool !  "  He  brought  his  flushed  face 
close  to  hers,  till  his  hot  breath  fanned  her  cheek. 
"  D'you  think  you  can  play  with  me  as  you  please  ? 
D'you  think  I'll  let  you  go  as  easily  as  this  ?  No  !  I'll 
have  you  yet.  Since  you'll  have  none  of  me  as  the 
patient,  adoring  lover,  then,  by  Heaven,  you  shall  have 
me  as  another  lover — and  one  you'll  like  far  less  !  " 

"  Ah  ! — Captain  Garley  becoming  his  true  self,  eh  ?  " 
she  returned,  with  a  faint  curling  of  her  lips. 

"  By  God,  I'll  have  you,  Valerie.  You  shall  not 
escape  me — I'll  see  to  that !  And  then,  when  you're 
mine — well,  you'll  be  sorry  that  you  ever  spurned  my 
love.  I'll  tame  you  yet !  " 

"  Captain  Garley — release  my  hand." 

She  did  not  raise  her  voice,  but  it  came  clear  and 
level,  the  words  very  distinct.  Her  narrowed,  glinting 
eyes  met  the  blaze  of  his  glance  unwaveringly. 

His  grip  relaxed  ;  slowly  he  released  the  slender  wrist 
he  had  imprisoned,  but  his  smile,  which  did  little  to 
lighten  or  beautify  his  heavy  features,  in  no  way 
lessened. 

"  And  now,"  she  continued  icily,  with  a  contempt- 
uous curl  of  her  lips,  "be  so  obliging  as  to  tell  my 
brother,  Lewis,  that  I  am  waiting  for  him." 

But  the  Captain  had  no  need  to  obey  her  imperious 
order,  for  at  that  moment  the  door  opened  to  admit 
Lewis,  accompanied  by  Lepont,  and  all  three  moved 
on  to  the  entrance  of  the  building,  leaving  Garley  alone 
in  the  ante-room  with  a  strange  glitter  in  his  eyes  and 
a  flush  on  his  heavily  featured  face. 


CHAPTER  III 

THE  noise  of  the  street,  its  scents  and  smells 
and  bustle  of  movement,  and  the  vivid 
glare  of  sun  and  sky  struck  Valerie  Ransome 
with  deeper  intensity  after  the  quiet,  cool,  and  shade 
of  the  Governor's  house.  Walking  leisurely  between 
her  brother,  Lepont,  and  the  two  young  subalterns, 
her  attention  was  equally  divided  between  the  vivid, 
glowing  East  about  her,  the  conversation  of  her  com- 
panions, the  affair  which  she  had  just  undertaken, 
and  her  interview  with  Captain  Garley.  The  slight 
frown  which  had  knitted  her  dark  brows  when  she 
met  the  two  lieutenants  who  waited  for  her  in  the 
entrance  of  the  house  had  considerably  dashed  the 
spirits  of  these  two  young  men,  but,  with  a  contempt- 
uous jerk  of  her  head,  she  had  dismissed  the  matter  of 
the  Captain  and  agreed  readily  enough  to  them  accom- 
panying her  back  to  the  hotel.  He,  Garley,  was  not 
worth  a  thought,  much  less  any  anger  or  apprehension 
on  her  part. 

"I'll  be  pleased  with  your  company,  for  you  can 
show  me  a  little  of  the  town.  I'm  eager  to  see  it,  for, 
indeed,  it's  not  like  Bombay.  It's  more  Eastern,  I 
think." 

"  Sure  ;  we'll  be  charmed  to  take  you  round,  Miss 
Ransome." 

"I'm  determined  to  see  Poona  before  we  start  for 
the  wilds.  And  I've  only  four  days,  haven't  I,  Lewis  ? 
Who  knows,  we  might  be  able  to  find  out  something 
in  this  very  town." 

"  I  know  where  we'd  most  likely  learn  something  or 
get  some  information,"  murmured  Lepont  grimly. 

The  two  subalterns  were,  at  the  moment,  well  engaged 
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in  warding  off  a  rabble  of  beggars  whose  cries,  "  Alms  ! 
Alms,  for  the  love  of  Allah  !  "  rang  high  above  the 
other  street  noises. 

"  You  know  ?  "  Valerie's  look  flashed  at  once  to 
the  Frenchman.  "  Where  ?  " 

"  At  the  Cafe"  Baboosh,  or  House  of  the  Slipper, 
to-morrow.  They're  giving  a  periodical  entertain- 
ment for  the  Indians." 

"  Ha !  And  you  think — something  could  be  learnt 
there  ?  " 

"  There,  if  anywhere." 

"  Lord,  yes,"  added  Lewis.  "  Many  Indians  of  note 
go.  Some  of  the  Princes  come  in  from  their  places 
about  the  country.  It's  like  a  rendezvous  for  them. 
Gad,  I  shouldn't  wonder  if  the  very  men  we  want  were 
there  !  "  he  laughed  grimly. 

"  Then — you'll  go  there,  of  course  ?  " 

"  No  ;  that's  just  it,  mademoiselle,"  Lepont  con- 
tinued. "  Unfortunately  we  cannot  go  there." 

"  Cannot  go  ?  "  she  echoed.     "  Why  ?  " 

"  Because,  mademoiselle,"  he  made  haste  to  explain, 
"it  is  strictly  an  entertainment  for  the  Indians. 
Europeans  are  not  allowed  to  attend." 

"  Oh — indeed ! "  Her  steady,  dark  blue  eyes  narrowed. 

"  So  you  see,  Val,  there's  good  reason  for  there 
being  something  to  learn  there,"  said  Lewis. 

'  Yes Why,  it's  the  very  place  to  go  to  !  Not 

allowed,  indeed !  We'll  see  about  that !  " 

"  But,  mademoiselle — we  cannot  go !  "  Lepont  spoke 
quickly.  "  Only  Indians  and  Orientals  are  admitted." 

"  Ah,  is  that  so?  "  Valerie  had  stopped  and,  with 
her  glance  on  the  white,  dusty  road,  knitted  dark,  level 
brows. 

Lewis  regarded  his  sister  uneasily. 

"  Now,  Val,  for  Heaven's  sake,  don't  be  thinking 
out  some  mad,  impossible  scheme.  This  is  India,  the 
East,  not  England,  remember." 

Valerie,  however,  paid  him  no  attention  but  con- 
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tinued  to  pursue  her  own  swiftly  moving  thoughts. 
The  end  of  her  deep  reflection  appeared  to  her  satisfac- 
tion, for,  a  few  moments  later,  she  looked  quickly  up, 
a  sparkle  in  her  eyes,  a  deeper  flush  on  her  cheeks. 

"  I  have  it  !  The  very  thing.  And  why  you've  not 
thought  of  it  before  I  can't  imagine." 

"  What ?  "    Lewis  looked  other  than  easy. 

"  Why,  since  Indians  only  are  admitted,  how  is  it 
you  haven't  gone  as  Indians  ?  " 

The  two  men  regarded  her. 

"  Gone  as  Indians  ?  "  echoed  Lewis. 

"  Mon  Dieu,  mademoiselle,  I  don't  think  we  ever 
considered  that,"  Lepont  answered.  "  But  there 
would  be  risk " 

"  Why,  it's  a  fine  plan,"  she  continued.  "To  go 
as  Indians.  Eastern  dress  and  some  dye  on  your 
face  would  disguise  you  splendidly.  And,  anyway, 
you've  as  much  right  to  go  to  this  cafe,  or  house, 
whichever  it  is,  as  they  have.  We'll  certainly  have 
a  look  at  their  entertainment  and  find  out  what  there 
is  to  learn." 

"  What !    D'you  mean — go  ?  "  exclaimed  Lewis. 

"  Certainly " 

"  Ah,  non,  mademoiselle " 

"  We'll  go  to  this  cafe  place  to-morrow  and  gain 
admittance  disguised  in  Indian  dress.  You  can  speak 
Hindustani,  I  know,  Lew." 

"  Really "  began  Lewis. 

"  Non,  non,  mademoiselle — impossible !  "  cried  Le- 
pont gesticulating. 

"  Impossible  ?  Why,  it's  a  splendid  plan."  Val- 
erie's eyes,  staring  thoughtfully  down  the  street, 
sparkled ;  her  lips  smiled  serenely.  '  You,  Lewis, 
will  wear  Indian  dress ;  a  turban  and " 

"  I,  Indian  robes  ?     No  !     Be  hanged  if  I  do." 

"  Yes,  you  will."  Her  calm,  steady  gaze  met  his  ; 
his  look  faltered  and  dropped  before  hers ;  he  swore 
beneath  his  breath.  "  And  I  must  get  the  veiled, 
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draughty  dress  of  an  Eastern  woman.  That  is  if 
women  are  admitted.  Indians  coop  up  their  women 
so,  poor  things.  Oh,  we'll  do  it  splendidly  ;  trust  me." 

"  But  look  here,  Val,"  burst  out  Lewis.  "  It's 
impossible.  We  can't " 

"  Yes,  we  can."  Valerie  nodded  serenely.  "  Now, 
Lew,  it's  far  too  hot  to  argue.  The  matter's  settled 
for  the  moment." 

Lewis  looked  helplessly  at  Lepont.  He  knew,  by 
experience,  that  it  was  next  to  useless  to  argue  with 
his  sister  once  her  mind  was  made  up.  Lepont  rolled 
expressive  eyes  to  heaven  and,  with  many  eloquent 
gestures,  showed  the  matter  and  the  ways  of  women, 
especially  those  of  Valerie  Ransome,  to  be  beyond 
his  comprehension.  Ere  either  of  them  could  return 
to  the  attack  the  two  lieutenants  came  up,  flushed  but 
victorious  from  their  encounter  with  the  rabble,  and 
the  party  moved  along  the  street  again. 

The  sun,  now  high  in  the  heavens,  blazed  down 
upon  the  dusty  town,  a  ball  of  fire  in  the  vivid  blue 
of  the  sky.  In  the  glare  of  light  the  brilliant  colours 
about  the  streets — dresses,  hangings,  house  and  shop 
shades — were  striking,  seeming,  at  times,  to  mingle 
together  and  look  a  moving  rainbow,  for  the  drab  hues 
of  the  West  had  not  succeeded  in  banishing  the  rich 
colours  of  the  East. 

Valerie's  attention  strayed  much  about  her,  going 
upon  the  many  things  of  interest  to  Western  eyes  that 
the  young  lieutenants  clamoured  to  show  her.  Lewis's 
and  Lepont's  attention  was  set  upon  considering  what 
might  happen  at  the  Cafe  Baboosh  the  next  day. 

The  East  held  always  a  fascination  for  Valerie. 
The  warmth,  the  colours,  the  strange  scents,  the  noises 
and  murmurs,  all  gripped  her  attention.  She  saw 
always  the  best,  rarely  the  worst,  of  it.  Europeans 
and  natives  passed  her  both  ways,  the  former  in  their 
white  suits  and  sun  hats,  the  latter  in  different  styles 
of  dress,  a  good  many  in  plain  European  suits,  others 
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in  scanty  rags,  some  in  plain  white  robes,  and  others 
in  bright  turbans  and  elegant,  long,  tight-fitting  coats 
who,  at  times,  made  parts  of  the  street  look  a  brilliant 
flower  garden  with  their  many,  vivid,  quivering  colours. 
Now  and  again  big  Indian  women  in  bright  saris 
drawn  from  the  head  across  the  breast  to  the  hip  added 
to  the  many  rainbow  hues.  To  the  white  girl,  used 
to  modern  towns  and  plain,  drab  English  dress,  it  was 
all  wonderfully  picturesque. 

In  the  road  horses  and  bullocks  and  strange  carts 
moved  between  motor-cars,  and  at  one  time,  true 
emblem  of  India,  a  great,  heavy-moving  elephant 
with  scarlet,  gold-embroidered  cloth  and  swaying 
howdah.  From  somewhere  a  tom-tom  sounded,  heard 
faintly  above  the  noise  of  cars,  hoofs,  voices,  moving 
feet,  and  the  cries  of  beggars  and  sellers.  The  hot  air 
held  a  strange  mingling  of  scents  and  smells. 

At  the  end  of  one  street  where  the  houses  were  low 
and  there  was  a  cleared  space,  used  half  as  a  market 
place,  a  small  crowd  had  gathered.  Street  entertain- 
ments were  common  enough  in  the  East. 

The  party  of  Europeans,  led  by  Valerie,  moved  up 
to  join  the  group  which,  opening  slightly,  gave  them 
a  view  of  the  performers.  One  was  a  snake  charmer 
performing  with  two  reptiles,  the  other  was  swallowing 
three-foot  swords  for  all  the  world  to  see. 

Valerie  stood  watching  with  interest,  regardless  of 
the  clamour  of  the  motley  gathering  and  the  per- 
formers, the  dusty  street,  and  the  glare  of  the  sun. 
The  sword  swallower  thrilled  her  sufficiently  enough 
to  make  her  clasp  Lewis's  arm.  For  besides  the  cool, 
assured,  determined  side  of  her  nature  there  was 
another,  enthusiastic,  slightly  romantic,  which  caused 
her  to  be  interested  in  the  hundred  and  one  things 
which  take  a  woman's  attention. 

Aware  of  the  interest  they  had  aroused,  the  per- 
formers promptly  produced  two  companions  to  assist 
them. 
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A  clatter  of  horses'  hoofs  mingled  with  the  clamour 
of  the  street.  A  small  party  of  horsemen,  coming 
from  a  near  byway,  drew  rein  at  the  outskirts  of  the 
crowd,  causing  the  motley  company  to  sway  and  break 
on  one  side. 

The  Europeans  looked  up,  Valerie  with  a  slight 
frown.  Her  glance  travelled  over  the  horsemen.  They 
were  Indians,  well  mounted  and  dressed  in  red  and 
white.  Their  leader,  turning  his  horse  sideways  and 
quietening  the  spirited  animal,  sat  easily  in  the  saddle, 
one  hand  resting  on  his  hip,  and  cast  a  cool,  lazy  glance 
at  the  entertainers.  Her  look  came  on  to  him,  and 
remained  fixed ;  she  drew  a  slightly  quicker  breath. 

He  was  an  Indian,  young  and  slim,  and  exceedingly 
good-looking,  and  strangely  different  from  all  the 
others  about  him.  Valerie,  who,  being  popular,  moved 
much  in  Bombay  society,  had  seen  and  met  many 
Indians — Rajahs  and  native  Princes  acquainted  with 
the  British  officers  there,  yet  there  was  not  one  who 
was  like  this  young  horseman  at  the  outskirts  of  the 
crowd.  He  seemed  somehow  different  to  them  all. 
Perhaps  it  was  his  undeniably  good  looks  or  the  ex- 
pression and  character  in  his  dark  attractive  face. 
Dark  of  complexion,  exceedingly  dark  against  the 
white  turban  and  dress  he  wore,  his  features  were 
straight  and  regular,  almost  delicately  cut,  the  eyes 
wide-set  but  narrowed  and  calculating,  beneath  straight 
dark  brows,  and  the  mouth  almost  chiselled  in  its 
even,  delicate  shape,  yet,  for  all  that,  a  mouth  which, 
by  its  firm,  motionless  set,  gave  a  sense  of  power,  of 
mercilessness.  Hauteur,  indifference,  faint  insolence 
showed  in  the  youthful  countenance  where  the  faces 
of  the  other  Indians  had  been  calm,  impassive,  almost 
expressionless.  In  the  dark  eyes  was  a  brooding, 
restless  look  as  of  a  lawless,  arrogant  spirit,  yet  his 
carriage  in  the  saddle  was  quite  one  of  command. 

A  white  turban  which  glittered  with  silver  thread 
was  on  the  young  Indian's  head  and  over  his  riding 
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dress,  breeches  and  a  tight,  embroidered  yellow  coat, 
he  wore  a  loose  cloak  of  scarlet  and  white.  The  large 
spurs  on  his  riding  boots  were  silver,  gleaming  brightly 
in  the  sun,  while  a  ring  on  the  hand  he  rested  on  his 
hip  and  the  jewelled  hilt  of  a  scimitar  at  his  waist 
caught  and  reflected  the  hot  rays.  The  horse  he  rode 
was  a  fine  white  animal  with  a  high  saddle  and  elegant 
bridle. 

Valerie  stood  staring  at  him,  her  attention  rigidly 
held.  An  Indian  !  And  so  strikingly  attractive,  so 
coolly  indifferent  and  loftily  disdainful !  Who  was 
he  ?  Some  rich  Rajah's  son 

His  glance  shifted  off  the  performers  and  travelled, 
with  a  lazy  arrogance,  round  the  motley  gathering, 
coolly  disregarding  the  quick  salaams  of  two  or  three 
persons  near  him.  Slowly  his  look  moved,  passing 
coolly  over  all,  on  to  the  Europeans,  and  then — on  to 
Valerie. 

He  stiffened  suddenly  in  the  saddle ;  a  moment 
he  stared  motionless,  and  then  a  quick  flash  shot  from 
his  dark  eyes  which  opened  for  a  while  to  their  full 
extent. 

As  his  glance  came  on  to  her,  his  eyes  met  hers. 
Valerie  felt  a  strange  and  incomprehensible  feeling 
steal  over  her ;  a  feeling  she  had  never  experienced 
before.  Beneath  his  sudden  burning  glance  she  felt, 
despite  her  efforts,  a  quick  warm  colour  come  into 
her  face.  Across  the  width  of  the  street  their  looks 
held  for  the  space  of  time  that  an  entertainer  swallowed 
two  swords. 

It  was  a  full  minute  ere  Valerie  could  escape  from 
the  spell  of  his  tense,  gleaming  glance  and  give  rein 
to  the  slow  anger  that  was  stirring  in  her.  Never 
before  had  she  experienced  so  strange  and  tense  a 
feeling  ;  never  before  had  the  glance  of  a  man  caused 
so  warm  a  colour  to  steal  to  her  cheeks.  And  he — 
an  Indian  !  An  Indian  dared  to  glance  at  her,  to  look 
at  her  as  he  looked !  Did  he  think,  with  his  cool 
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arrogance,  that  he  could  affect  her  with  his  pomp  and 
the  power  of  his  personality — she,  whose  self-possession 
was  rarely  stirred,  whose  will  rarely  bent  before  others  ? 
To  be  stirred — by  an  insolent  native  ! 

With  a  sudden  haughty  fling  her  head  went  up  ;  a 
cold,  disdainful  glance  she  flung  at  him,  then  turned 
her  back  upon  him. 

The  quick  clatter  of  his  horse's  hoofs  showed  that 
he  moved,  but  the  swift  flash  of  his  dark  eyes  she  did 
not  see. 

"  Lord,  Ramazan  !  "  murmured  Lewis. 

"  Come.  Let — let  us  get  back  to  the  hotel,  Lewis." 
Her  voice  was  cold  yet  strangely  constrained.  "  We've 
stayed  here  long  enough.  This  is  only  an  entertain- 
ment for  natives !  " 

And  since  she  walked  swingingly  off  the  others  were 
forced  to  accompany  her.  They  continued  on  to  the 
hotel. 


CHAPTER  IV 

WHILE  a  certain  Englishwoman  and  her 
brother  were  journeying  from  Bombay  to 
Poona,  Reuel  de  Ramazan,  Rajah  of  Kash- 
mine,  lay  on  a  divan  in  the  hall  of  his  palace  and 
frowned  at  the  white-tiled  floor  before  the  couch. 
About  him  the  Eastern  splendour  of  an  Indian  palace 
was  all  that  could  possibly  be  desired.  A  still,  seduc- 
tive peace  seemed  to  reign  supreme  ;  a  quietness  broken 
only  by  the  voices  of  birds  and  the  tinkle  of  the  foun- 
tain playing  in  the  tank  in  the  middle  of  the  hall. 
Yet  the  Rajah  frowned. 

He  was  but  a  young  man,  and  the  tight-fitting  kaftan, 
of  pale  green  gleaming  with  silver  thread,  which  he 
wore  revealed  to  perfection  his  slim,  lithe  body  as  he 
lay  upon  the  divan.  It  was  the  body  of  an  athlete, 
for  he  was  as  well  acquainted  with  the  saddle  as  a 
silken  couch. 

Moving  restlessly,  the  young  Rajah  roused  himself 
and  cast  a  slow-travelling  glance  round  the  hall,  not- 
ing the  striking  beauty  of  it — the  tiled  floor  and  pillars, 
the  blue  and  white  walls,  the  square,  marble-encircled 
tank  with  its  clear,  mirror-like  sheet  of  water  and 
tinkling  fountain  in  the  middle,  the  vivid  cushions  and 
draperies,  and  curtains  by  the  entrances,  and  beyond, 
the  courtyard  dazzlingly  bright  in  the  light  of  the  Indian 
sun.  A  young  Indian  sat  playing  an  instrument  like 
a  small  harp  by  the  tank,  a  native  boy  fanned  him 
at  the  head  of  the  couch,  and  on  one  side  of  the  water 
a  fine  cockatoo  sat  on  its  perch  preening  its  white 
feathers.  Yes,  it  was  all  very  beautiful,  all  very  costly, 
and — he  was  lord  of  it  all. 

Lord  of  all  he  surveyed. 

27 
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Yet  in  the  Rajah's  heart  there  was  a  longing  and 
a  restlessness  which  was  wont  to  send  him  often  from 
Kashmine,  on  hunting  expeditions  in  the  jungle  or  on 
visits  to  the  towns. 

Lord  of  Kashmine,  he  had  but  to  order  to  be  obeyed  ; 
what  he  wanted  he  could  have,  even  if  the  price  was 
high ;  yet  there  was  one  thing  which  he  had  failed  to 
obtain,  and  that  was  love.  The  love  of  a  woman. 
No  one  yet  had  attracted  him  or  taken  his  fastidious 
fancy.  Powerful  though  he  might  be,  he  had  failed 
to  obtain  his  heart's  desire,  since  love  cares  nothing 
for  power,  and  so  there  was  a  longing  in  his  heart, 
dissatisfaction  in  the  depth  of  his  dark  eyes  and  a 
cynical  curl  to  his  beautiful  lips. 

The  hot  air  of  an  Indian  afternoon  was  blown  into 
the  hall.  From  the  garden  at  the  back  of  the  palace 
the  scent  of  a  thousand  flowers  came  to  mingle  with 
the  heavy  perfume  which  rose  in  blue  vapour  from  a 
bronze  bowl.  The  soft  air  from  the  fan  came  like 
slow,  warm  breaths  upon  his  cheek.  Ramazan  started 
up  and  turned  upon  the  inoffending  Indian  boy. 

"  Enough  !  A  fly  would  cool  the  air  more.    Begone  !  " 

Laying  down  his  big  jewelled  fan  the  boy  fled  from 
the  hall. 

Ramazan  flung  a  contemptuous  glance  at  the  table 
by  the  divan,  which  held  coffee-cups,  a  box  of  cigar- 
ettes, and  a  large  bowl  of  fruit,  and  scowled  down 
upon  the  slightly  moving  waters  of  the  tank.  The 
warmth  and  the  scent  seemed  greater  about  him  now. 
The  Indian's  music,  now  soft  and  faint,  now  deep  and 
passionate,  was  all  that  was  heard  in  the  hall.  The 
native  played  well,  knowing  his  instrument  perfectly, 
but  it  had  too  great  an  effect  upon  the  young  Rajah. 

"  Cease,  fool !  Have  I  not  told  you  I've  had  suffi- 
cient of  your  piping  ?  Begone  with  it !  " 

Startled  and  dismayed,  the  young  Indian  rose, 
salaamed  deeply,  and  stepped  quickly  and  softly  from 
the  hall. 
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Ramazan,  now  alone  in  the  hall,  lay  and  listened 
to  the  murmur  of  the  water.  There  were  few  sounds 
in  the  hall  now  ;  only  the  tinkle  of  the  fountain  and 
the  voices  of  birds  without,  even  the  cockatoo,  having 
its  afternoon  siesta,  was  prudently  silent.  Yet  the 
silence  seemed  too  perfect,  too  oppressive  and  full  of 
sensuous  meaning. 

The  warm  air  was  scarce  disturbed  by  the  swaying 
of  the  curtains  at  the  entrances.  The  scent  of  the 
flowers  came  stronger  even  than  the  vapour  of  incense. 
Reuel  de  Ramazan  closed  his  eyes  and  his  slender, 
jewelled  fingers  clenched  in  the  silk  of  a  rich  crimson 
cushion. 

So  the  fountain  tinkled,  the  water  murmured  in  the 
languorous  stillness  and  the  heavy  perfume  floated 
about  the  palace  hall. 

With  a  sudden,  swift  movement  the  Rajah  sprang 
up  from  the  divan,  stepped  to  the  tiled  floor  and  strode 
to  the  tank  in  the  middle,  his  green  kaftan  shimmering 
as  he  moved,  his  embroidered  slippers  making  little 
sound  on  the  smooth  floor.  There  seating  himself  on  the 
cool,  marble  ledge  he  clapped  his  hands  sharply,  break- 
ing the  soft,  languorous  silence  as  one  might  shatter 
a  rare  porcelain  vase  by  dropping  it  upon  a  stone  floor. 

Almost  immediately  an  Indian  in  plain  white  with  a 
red  sash  round  his  waist  entered  the  hall  from  a  cur- 
tained gateway  on  the  left. 

"  Send  Hanaud  to  me  !  "  snapped  the  Rajah. 

A  few  moments  later  Ibrehim  Hanaud,  head  of  the 
Rajah's  household,  stepped  into  the  hall  and  moved 
softly  to  his  master's  side  by  the  tank.  A  man  but 
ten  years  the  Prince's  senior,  he  was  tall  and  thin 
with  a  dark  countenance  slightly  bronzed  and  attired 
in  a  long,  embroidered  robe  of  yellow.  ' 

There  was  silence  in  the  wide,  open  hall  till  the  Rajah 
deigned  to  speak. 

"  Are  all  preparations  made  for  the  journey  to  Nag- 
pur  four  days  from  now  ?  " 
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"  Master,  all  is  prepared  as  you  ordered,  though 
'twas  with  a  heavy  heart  I  took  your  commands." 

Hanaud  spoke  in  very  good  English,  a  tongue  the 
Rajah  was  fond  of  using. 

Silence  fell  again  while  Ramazan,  his  dark  face 
motionless,  like  a  beautiful  mask,  regarded  the  slightly 
moving  waters  beside  him. 

"  Master,  is  it  indeed  your  will  to  go  so  soon  ?  Will 
you  not  stay  here  a  while  longer,  till  the  heat  hath 
released  the  languishing  land " 

"  I  go  in  four  days — if  restlessness  gets  not  the  better 
of  me  before.  But  speak  on,  Ibrehim.  Perchance 
thy  long  tongue  can  amuse  me  and  divert  my — 
thoughts." 

"  My  lord,  thy  servant  is  all  unworthy.  Will  not 
the  players  or  the  dancers " 

"  No  !     I'm  weary  of  them  all." 

"  Alas  ;  and  you  have  been  here  scarce  three  months 
and  yet  you  plan  departure  again,  and  again  will 
Kashmine  be  without  a  master." 

The  Rajah  smiled  sourly. 

"  You  look  after  Kashmine  pretty  well  in  my 
absence.  Else  should  I  not  leave  you  in  command." 
'  Yet  'tis  unseemly,  my  lord ;  unseemly  that  you 
should  be  for  ever  away  from  Kashmine.  Is  it  not  a 
fair  place  ?  Have  you  not  unusual  power,  and  every- 
thing you  could  desire  ?  Yet  you  go " 

"I'm  weary  of  the  palace  !  "  snapped  the  Rajah. 

Hanaud,  the  one  privileged  person  to  speak  his  mind 
to  his  hard,  arrogant  young  master,  heaved  his  shoul- 
ders with  a  sigh. 

"  Alas,  'tis  the  old  malady  that  hath  gripped  thee 
again,  my  lord.  And  the  remedy " 

"  Remedy !  "  Ramazan  moved,  throwing  back  his 
head.  "  O  wise  and  cunning  Ibrehim,  that  is  what 
you  cannot  get  for  me.  I  shall  not  rest  here,  or  any- 
where, till  I  find  my  Heart's  Desire." 

"  Ah,  but,  master,  the  remedy  hath  been  waiting 
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to  your  hand  this  long  time.  Your  heart's  desire,  yes. 
And  what  is  a  man's  desire  ?  But  a  woman — the  love 
of  a  woman.  Allah  made  it  so." 

"  Peace  !  "  snapped  the  Prince,  but  his  tone  was 
such  that  Hanaud  continued. 

"  You,  O  my  lord,  live  contrary  to  all  laws — the 
laws  of  the  land,  the  laws  of  life  ancj  nature.  It  was 
never  meant  for  man  to  live  alone.  And  for  the  Prince 
of  Kashmine,  a  ruler  of  your  position,  it  is  not  heard 
of.  Western  ways  are  sometimes  very  well,  but  you 
— you  are  an  Eastern  Prince !  " 

"  I  should  have  a  dozen — wives,  should  I  not  ?  " 
The  Rajah's  clear-cut  lips  curled.  "  But  they  would 
all  be  dark,  and  fat,  and  unlovely  to  me." 

"  Four,  master ;  four  you  are  allowed  by  the  laws 
of  our  land.  Yet  you  will  not  have  one.  You  will 
not  take  what  is  your  due.  Though  you,  I  know  it 
well,  could  pick  from  the  most  favoured  and  beautiful 
in  this  land." 

"  The  woman  I  want  I  shall  not  buy !  "  returned 
Ramazan. 

"  There  is  the  harem."  Hanaud  waved  expressive 
hands  to  the  left  side  of  the  gorgeous,  scented  hall. 
"  Lord  of  it  though  you  are,  it  rarely  sees  your  pres- 
ence. When  you  go  there  'tis  only  to  see  the  work  or 
play  with  and  mock  the  dancing  girls  when  you're  in 
the  mood." 

The  cockatoo  by  the  side  of  the  basin  stretched  its 
wings  and  screeched  suddenly.  Ramazan  flung  a 
handful  of  water  at  it,  but,  shaking  crystal  drops  from 
its  feathers,  it  shrieked  in  defiance.  He  laughed 
shortly. 

"  Master,"  Ibrehim  persisted,  "  master,  consider,  you 
have  no  heir.  There  is  no  heir  for  Kashmine." 

Ramazan's  dark  eyes  were  narrowed  and  inscrutable 
as  their  glance  rested  on  the  curtained  doorway  on 
the  left.  He  shook  drops  of  water  from  his  jewelled 
fingers,  but  did  not  speak. 
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"  O  master,  there  is  Princess  Trada.  She  doth  lan- 
guish in  the  harem  for  love  of  thee.  And  who  is  there 
more  fitting  for  you  than  she  ?  She  hath  noble  blood 
and  she  is  beautiful — more  beautiful  than  any  of  our 
people,  as  beautiful  as  the  moon  and  the  stars " 

"  Bah  !   she  wearies  me  in  five  minutes." 

"  Then,"  Hanaud  plucked  at  his  beard,  "  then — the 
veiled  dancer  I  brought  to  you  yesterday  ?  She  was 
of  good  cast  and  a  moon  of  beauty,  as  you  saw  when 
she  dropped  the  veil.  She  saw  you  in  Assye — and 
came  here " 

The  young  Rajah's  dark  eyes  glinted  suddenly, 
and  then  his  beautiful  mouth  set  hardly. 

"  Enough !  " 

"  Master,  she  is  still  in  the  village " 

"  Hanaud,  see  that  she  leaves  Kashmine  to-morrow, 
and — see  that  she  sets  no  foot  again  within  this  palace ! " 

Yes,  she  had  been  very  beautiful  and  alluring,  that 
dusky  dancing  girl,  but — she  was  of  the  dark  race, 
and  so  it  was  well  he  did  not  see  her  again. 

Hanaud  looked  into  the  hard,  glinting  dark  eyes  of 
his  young  master,  and  bowed  submissively. 

'  You  waste  words  with  me  over  women,  Ibrehim 
the  wise  and  foolish.  The  woman  I  shall  have  must 
be  white  !  " 

"  White !  "  For  a  moment  Hanaud  was  shaken 
from  his  calm  and  suavity. 

'  Yes  ;  the  woman  I  have  must  be  white,"  returned 
the  Rajah. 

Swiftly  Hanaud  strove  to  grip  this  new  situation. 

"  But — but,  master,  I  see  difficulties — aye,  many. 
White  women  are  difficult  to  get.  There  will  be  trouble 
— much  trouble " 

"  All  the  better.     Love  shall  be  sweeter  in  the  end." 

"  Nay,  master,  you  would  not  find  happiness. 
Though  they  surpass  the  palm  blossom  in  loveliness, 
they  are  not  as  our  women.  They  live  equally  with 
men.  They  have  their  own  will ;  they  will  not  obey. 
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They  have  no  restrictions ;  they  do  whatever  pleases 
them  !  " 

"  Like  mates  with  like.  'Tis  so  the  world  over,  O 
Ibrehim  of  the  ready  tongue.  The  hawk  does  not 
mate  with  the  dove." 

"  But — it  is  for  a  woman  to  obey." 

"  True.  But  your  women  would  bore  me  to  tears 
in  a  week." 

Hanaud  lifted  yellow-clad  shoulders. 

"  As  I  say,  like  mates  with  like.  I  must  have  one 
with  knowledge  and  a  will  and  spirit  to  match  my 
own  !  For  her  I  wait." 

"  But,  master " 

"  Enough,  Ibrehim  !  I  have  spoken.  You  weary 
me  with  your  noise  !  " 

Hanaud  had  scarcely  left  the  hall  when  the  village 
and  palace  of  Kashmine  stirred  with  sudden  disturbed 
life.  His  Highness  the  Maharajah  of  Bapur  had  come 
to  visit  Ramazan  of  Kashmine. 

The  young  Rajah  stirred  from  his  seat  by  the  tank 
with  some  energy  and  interest  and  the  two  Princes 
met  on  the  terrace  with  every  show  of  friendship. 

Later,  seated  together  in  the  wide,  spacious  hall, 
they  talked  long  and  carefully,  while  the  fair  Indian 
day  drew  to  its  close. 

When  the  Prince  of  Bapur  had  retired  to  a  guest 
room  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  ordered  Hanaud  to  his 
presence. 

"  Ibrehim,  we  start  to-morrow  for  Poona." 


CHAPTER  V 

NIGHT,  or  rather  evening,  hushed  the  clamour 
in  the  streets  and  town  of  Poona.  Above 
the  town  the  Eastern  sky  had  darkened  to  a 
deep  electric  blue,  which  was  pierced  by  a  thousand 
points  of  light  as  the  brilliant  stars  began  to  appear 
and  twinkle  in  the  heavens.  The  wind  of  late  day 
was  slightly  cool,  but  as  faint  as  that  from  a  waved 
fan. 

Before  and  about  the  Cafe"  Baboosh  was  a  sense  of 
movement,  a  noise  and  bustle,  but  little  lessened  from 
the  usual  clamour  of  the  day.  Its  doors  were  wide 
open,  and  though  a  dark  curtain  draped  the  entrance, 
a  shaft  of  rich  yellow  light  fell  upon  the  steps  and 
across  the  path  and  white,  narrow  road,  or  upon  the 
turbaned,  robed,  and  elegantly  attired  figures  who 
stopped  and  passed  within.  Every  half-dozen  min- 
utes Indians  and  Orientals  would  arrive,  singularly, 
or  in  twos  and  threes,  on  foot,  on  horseback,  or  in  cars, 
and  ascending  the  steps  would  pass  leisurely  into  the 
building. 

Opposite  the  House  of  the  Slipper,  from  the  shade 
of  a  closed  bazaar  in  which  they  had  been  talking 
with  two  Europeans,  two  more  draped  figures  moved 
into  the  light  thrown  from  the  entrance.  The  taller, 
a  man,  wore  a  long,  loose  robe  of  white,  an  end  of 
which  was  drawn  well  over  his  pink  and  white  turban, 
and  walked  with  a  difficult,  ungainly  stride.  The  slim, 
graceful  figure  by  his  side  wore  the  veil  and  dress  of 
an  Eastern  woman,  yet  even  the  voluminous  draperies 
failed  to  completely  hide  the  slender,  supple  figure 
beneath.  The  white  veil  she  wore  was  embroidered 
with  silver  and  covered  her  from  head  to  knees,  showing 
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only  dark  curves  of  hair  and  black-lashed  eyes,  and, 
below,  trousers  of  yellow  silk  and  slippers  of  pale  green 
embroidered  with  pearls. 

In  contrast  to  the  others  these  two  did  not  pass 
immediately  within  the  Cafe",  but  hesitated  by  the 
entrance,  slipping  out  of  the  ray  of  light. 

"  For  Heaven's  sake,  Lew,  don't  walk  like  that ! 
You'll  ruin  everything" — a  fierce  whisper,  distinctly 
un-Eastern  in  tone  and  words,  came  from  the  veiled 
woman.  "  Walk  with  a  leisurely,  sedate  step.  You've 
seen  enough  Indians  walk.  And,  for  mercy's  sake, 
don't  fall  over  your  robe  or  we'll  get  all  the  misfortune 
you  prophesy  without  any  question  !  " 

"  Well,  hang  it  all,  Val,  if  you  had  half-a-dozen 
curtains  draped  about  you  you'd  not  be  able  to  walk 
with  much  ease,  I  know,"  returned  her  hooded  com- 
panion hotly.  "  I  wish  to  Heaven  you'd  be  reasonable 
and  not  attempt  this " 

A  soft,  even  laugh  came  out  of  the  dusk. 

"  I  wouldn't  miss  this  for  anything  now.  And  you'll 
never  learn  much  if  you're  so  exceedingly  cautious. 
Quick — here  come  two  Indians  !  " 

A  determined  push  sent  the  man  into  the  light  again 
and,  pulling  himself  together,  he  mounted  the  steps 
and  entered  the  Cafe",  passing  the  curtain,  followed  by 
his  slim,  swift-footed  companion. 

The  curtain  hid  a  square,  well-lighted  and  draped 
ante-room,  with  an  entrance  facing  them  beside  which 
stood  two  huge,  splendidly  attired  negroes.  Without 
hesitating  they  walked  across  the  rug-strewn  floor. 
One  of  the  men  intercepted  them  before  the  entrance 
with  a  few  quick  words  in  Hindustani.  Valerie  felt  a 
quick,  pleasant  excitement  stirring  her  usually  calm 
blood.  She  kept  her  eyes  lowered,  for  they  were  deep 
blue.  Lewis  answered,  also  in  Hindustani.  With  a 
quick  salaam  the  man  drew  back.  They  moved  for- 
ward down  the  steps  to  the  Cafe"  room. 

A  subdued  rumble  of  noise,  of  many  mingled  voices, 
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moving  feet  and  a  slow,  haunting  melody  met  them  ; 
the  air  was  heavy  with  scent  and  clouded  with  smoke 
from  pipes,  cigarettes  and  incense. 

The  fleeting  glance  Valerie  shot  round  gave  her  an 
impression  of  many  couches  and  cushioned  seats,  a 
few  tables  and  chairs,  and  a  good-sized  gathering  of 
robed  figures  lounging  and  sitting  and  talking ;  then 
Lewis,  who  held  her  arm,  drew  her  behind  the  seats 
and  chairs  to  a  small  table  secluded  in  a  corner  no 
great  distance  from  the  entrance. 

A  turbaned  attendant  approached  to  learn  their 
wants.  Lewis  ordered  coffee  and  sweetmeats,  and 
when  these  had  been  brought  Valerie  dared  to  slightly 
raise  her  eyes  and  glance  round  again.  The  feast  of 
colour  and  barbaric  splendour  upon  which  she  looked 
almost  caused  her  to  open  her  eyes  widely,  but  she 
controlled  herself  in  time  lest  some  straying  glance 
should  note  that  they  were  blue.  The  cushioned  seats, 
ranged  round  the  long,  low  room,  with  a  scattering  of 
tables  and  chairs  between,  were  a  riot  of  colour  with 
the  hues,  vivid  and  pale,  deep  and  light,  of  their 
draperies  and  cushions.  And  scarcely  less  brilliant 
but  more  elaborate  were  the  robes  and  dress  of  the 
Indians  and  Orientals  sitting  and  lounging  about  the 
place.  Robes  of  silk  gleamed  with  pearls  or  flashed 
with  jewels  and  gorgeous  turbans  shone  with  gold  and 
silver  thread.  A  few  were  partnered  by  dusky  beau- 
ties in  their  silks,  veils,  and  tinkling  trinkets  or  rich 
saris.  Moorish  lamps,  hanging  from  the  ceiling,  threw 
a  subdued  light  down  upon  the  colourful  scene.  At 
one  corner  musicians  were  playing  a  soft  melody. 
Heavy  scent  and  bluish,  curling  smoke  filled  the  hot  air. 

Valerie  drew  a  slightly  deeper  breath.  The  splen- 
dour, the  barbaric  beauty,  the  hot,  scented  air,  stirred 
her  greatly  despite  the  usual  cool  serenity  of  her  nature. 
It  was  India — the  East ;  so  essentially  the  alluring 
East.  Colour,  scent,  melody — the  spell  of  it  stole  over 
her,  gripped  her. 
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Her  heart  beat  with  sudden  speed.  The  knowledge 
that  she  was  in  a  forbidden  place  thrilled  her  pleasantly 
— for  she  was  very  much  a  woman  at  times. 

Lewis's  low  voice  brought  her  back  to  the  practical 
present,  reminded  her  of  their  mission  there.  Immedi- 
ately she  strove  to  command  herself ;  the  time  had 
come  for  her  to  use  her  wits,  not  have  them  clouded  by 
Eastern  perfume  and  beauty. 

What  was  to  be  learnt  there  ?  Which  of  these 
gorgeous  robed  figures  were  likely  to  be  the  men  they 
wanted,  the  Chiefs  who  strove  to  stir  up  unrest  among 
the  natives  ?  She  took  note  of  them. 

A  stir  and  bustle  by  the  entrance  steps  caused  her 
to  flash  a  cautious  glance  in  that  direction.  A  man 
was  stepping  leisurely  down  into  the  Cafe  room,  fol- 
lowed by  two  Indians.  A  slim,  lithe,  splendid  figure. 
Of  medium  height  and  slender,  yet  supple  of  build,  he 
wore  Indian  dress  of  white  embroidered  with  red  and 
gold  which  fitted  him  tightly  and  perfectly.  His  tur- 
ban was  of  white  silk  with  a  blood-red  jewel  gleaming 
in  front,  and  the  dark,  youthful,  strikingly  attractive 
face  beneath  caused  Valerie  to  draw  further  back  into 
the  dusk  of  the  corner  in  which  they  sat. 

The  faint  stir  about  the  entrance  was  noticeable  as 
the  young  Indian  appeared,  though  he  stepped  down 
into  the  room  very  quietly  and  leisurely.  There  were 
many  quick  salaams  from  the  dark-robed  company, 
while  three  or  four  rose  and  stepped  to  meet  him. 

For  a  short  while  the  group  of  splendid  Orientals 
remained  talking  by  the  entrance  ;  then,  with  a  step 
that  was  coolness  and  dignity  in  itself  and  an  aloftness 
about  him  which  seemed  somehow  different  to  all  the 
others,  the  young  Indian  walked  slowly  down  the  room 
to  a  wide  couch  not  far  from  the  table  at  which  the 
Ransomes  sat,  lightly  acknowledging  salaams  of  greet- 
ing as  he  went. 

"  Lewis,  did  you  see  ?  That  man."  Valerie  leant 
slightly  towards  her  brother.  "  He's  of  some  note." 
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"  Should  think  so,"  returned  Lewis,  eyeing  the  new- 
comer from  beneath  the  swathing  over  his  turban. 

"  Who  is  he  ?     Do  you  know  ?  " 

"  Yes.     That's  Reuel  de  Ramazan,  Val." 

"  Reuel  de  Ramazan  ?  "  She  spoke  the  name  softly 
and  knitted  level  brows.  "I've  not  heard  of  him. 
Who  is  he  ?  " 

"  Haven't  you  heard  ?  Lord,  I  thought  every  one 
knew  him.  He's  a  perfect  devil,  Val." 

"  Ha !     But — who  is  he  ?     Some  Prince's  son  ?  " 

"The  Rajah  of  Kashmine." 

"  A  Rajah  ?  " 

"  Oh,  yes  ;  a  Prince  in  his  own  right,  I  think,  though 
I  grant  he's  a  bit  young  for  the  position." 

"  Indeed,  yes,  and  yet — he  looks  the  part." 

"  A  strange  fellow,  Val.    We  can't  understand  him." 

"  Strange  ?     In  what  way  ?  " 

"  Why,  he's  so  different  from  the  others.  A  half- 
caste,  perhaps." 

"  How  funny !  "  Valerie  looked  quickly  at  her 
brother.  "  That's  just  what  I  thought  when  I  saw 
him  in  the  street  the  other  day." 

"  You  noticed  it  ?  Yes,  he's  different.  We  can't 
make  the  fellow  out.  Where  the  others  are  so  staid 
and  dignified  he  can  be  an  impetuous  young  dare- 
devil. All  I  can  think  is  that  he  lets  his  youthful 
blood  rule  him,  while  the  others  keep  a  good  rein  on 
themselves.  Not  that  they're  any  better,  though. 
What  they  do  they  keep  dark,  but  he  doesn't  care  a 
hang  who  knows  of  his  doings.  We've  had  more  than 
one  encounter  with  him,  but  we  haven't  got  sufficient 
evidence  against  him  to  have  him  up  for  anything.  A 
devil  of  a  man  to  handle,  Val.  We  suspect  him  of 
having  something  to  do  with  that  rumpus  at  the  Cafe* 
Imperial  the  other  night." 

"  Indeed  !  "  Valerie's  narrowed  glance  remained  on 
the  young  Rajah.  "  What  more  do  you  know  of  him  ?  " 

"  Only  that  he  owns  and  rules  Kashmine,  some 
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mystery  province  near  Haidarabad  or  Berar.  But  he 
doesn't  seem  to  stay  there  much.  He  visits  the  towns 
and  villages  about  the  country  a  good  deal.  Some- 
times there's  a  rare  disturbance  where  he  is,  but  he 
seems  to  get  on  pretty  well  with  the  Indians." 

"  Ah  !  "     Her  veiled  glance  did  not  move. 

"  He's  got  an  arrogance  and  coolness  that's  amaz- 
ing at  times ;  'tis  said  he  bends  his  neck  to  no  one 
and,  Lord,  I  believe  it.  These  Indians  can  be  a  power- 
ful, stuck-up  lot  of  devils.  What  he  wants  he  takes, 
and  cares  not  who  questions  him  !  " 

"  How  interesting  !  "  murmured  Valerie  Ransome. 

"  But  I  daresay  he  could  give  us  some  good  informa- 
tion if  he  liked.  Perhaps  you  could  get  something  out 
of  him,  Val.  I'll  introduce  you  to-morrow,  if  you  like 
— that  is  if  we  get  out  of  here  all  right." 

"  Yes,  do,  Lew."  Valerie's  lips  curled  under  the 
concealing  veil.  "I'll  learn  something  from  him  if 
there's  anything  to  know." 

"  But  be  careful  how  you  go  with  him.  You're  so 
deuced  pretty  and  headstrong,  Val.  And  he's  an 
Indian  Prince,  and  a  bit  of  a  devil  too.  Though  I 
believe  he's  pretty  straight  in  all  his  dealings." 

Valerie  laughed  softly  and  then  leant  yet  more 
towards  her  brother,  removing  her  glance  from  the 
slim  man  in  gleaming  white.  Her  voice  lost  nothing 
of  intensity  from  being  low. 

"  Lewis,  wouldn't  he  be  one  of  the  men  we  want  ? 
You  saw  him  arrive — he's  of  some  note." 

"  He  is,  Val,"  promptly  returned  Lewis  softly. 
"  He's  one  of  the  men  we've  suspected  for  some  time. 
Cool,  arrogant,  commanding  young  Prince  that  he  is, 
acknowledging  no  law  but  his  own,  he'd  be  the  first 
to  kick  against  English  rule,  or  any  rule.  But  to 
interfere  with  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  without  proof 
would  be  worse  than  useless,  and — there  are  others. 
We  want  them  all." 

"  Ha !  "    The  veil  hid  the  expression  of  Valerie's 
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face,  but  her  eyes  were  scarcely  discernible  between 
the  black  lashes.  "  Yes  ;  I  should  say  he  was  one  of 
the  very  men.  See  ! — he's  talking  with  three  others 
now." 

Three  of  the  elegantly  robed  company  had  joined 
Reuel  de  Ramazan  on  the  couch.  They  were  talking 
together  in  soft,  subdued  voices.  The  young  Rajah, 
sitting  carelessly  on  one  side,  had  his  arms  folded  and 
a  cigarette  between  his  lips. 

"  He  could  give  us  the  information  we  want,"  mur- 
mured Valerie.  "  Ah,  if  only  we  could  hear  what 
they're  saying !  " 

Unfortunately  for  the  desire  of  the  Ransomes  the 
couch  was  too  far  away  from  their  table  for  them  to 
discern  words. 

Valerie  leant  suddenly  towards  her  brother. 

"  Lewis,  I'm  going  to  find  out  what  I  can.  If  any- 
thing happens,  don't  interfere  unless  I  signal  to  you." 

But  Lewis's  hand  gripped  her  arm  as  she  rose. 

"  Val !  for  Heaven's  sake What  are  you  going 

to  do  ?  " 

"  S-sh  !     I'm  going  to  hear  what  they  say — if  I  can." 

"  No,  no,  Val !  For  Heaven's  sake  be  sensible. 
Let  Ramazan  alone  !  You  don't  know  him " 

"  Sh-sh  !  Be  quiet !  "  Her  blue  eyes  blazed  vividly 
for  a  moment  above  the  veil.  "  We're  here  to  learn 
something,  and  learn  something  I  will  if  I  can.  You 
stay  here !  " 

"  Val,  you  don't  know  the  Indians.    Ramazan " 

"  But  you  know  me  !  " 

With  a  sudden  jerk  she  freed  her  arm  and  almost 
immediately  glided  from  the  table.  Lewis,  watching 
her  depart,  drew  his  hood  further  about  him  to  hide 
the  eloquent  expression  of  his  face. 

Softly,  slowly,  like  a  white,  elusive  shadow,  Valerie 
glided  behind  the  couches  towards  that  one  on  which 
sat  the  young  Rajah  with  his  three  dark-faced  com- 
panions. Scarce  a  sound  did  she  make,  for  in  donning 
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the  Eastern  dress,  she  had  been  careful  to  leave  off 
all  ornaments  and  trinkets.  Slowly,  cautiously,  she 
moved,  with  a  long,  gliding  step,  as  light  and  soundless 
as  the  shadow  she  appeared. 

No  one  seemed  to  notice  her  ;  she  reached  the  couch 
and  stopped,  a  slim,  motionless  figure  behind  it. 

The  four  men  had  turned  to  regard  a  dancing  girl 
who,  in  the  middle  of  the  floor,  was  stepping  and 
swaying  her  supple  body  with  singular  grace  and 
abandon. 

Valerie  sank,  with  due  caution,  on  to  the  back  of 
the  couch. 

Their  attention  did  not  waver. 

She  smiled  beneath  her  veil.  The  couch,  with  its 
wide  cushions,  was  alluringly  soft ;  the  warm,  filmy, 
heavily  scented  air  enveloped  her,  but  she  was  very 
conscious  of  the  near  presence  of  the  Rajah. 

It  was  but  a  little  thing  that  betrayed  Valerie.  A 
thing  scarce  thought  of,  yet  strong  in  the  sureness  of 
its  betrayal.  To  Reuel  de  Ramazan  there  came, 
faintly,  the  scent  of  violets. 

The  scents  of  the  East  were  many,  strong,  faint, 
alluring,  elusive,  yet  he  knew  them  all,  and  this,  a 
faint  perfume  of  violets,  was  foreign,  not  of  the  East. 
His  supple  figure  slightly  stiffened  upon  the  couch, 
and  he  sat  quite  motionless  for  a  moment ;  then  his 
dark  eyes  opened  with  a  sudden  gleam,  which  was  gone 
as  quickly  as  it  appeared,  leaving  his  face  as  calm  and 
inscrutable  as  before  except  for  a  faint  curving  of  his 
clear-cut  lips. 

The  girl  ended  her  dance.  Ramazan  threw  away 
his  cigarette  and  bent  forward  to  address  the  other 
three  men.  Valerie,  nothing  loath,  listened,  making 
no  sound,  but  to  her  keen  chagrin  they  spoke  in  Hindu- 
stani which  she  did  not  know  well.  A  minute  or  two 
later  the  three  Orientals  rose  and  moved  back  to  their 
own  seats. 

Valerie,  left  alone  on  the  couch  with  Ramazan, 
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snapped  white  teeth,  cast  a  quick  glance  at  his  motion- 
less figure,  and  frowned  in  mortification  ;  the  next 
moment  her  wrist  was  gripped  in  a  hold  as  of  steel  1 

She  caught  her  breath,  faintly  but  noticeably.  The 
Rajah  had  moved  but  little,  only,  turning  suddenly 
and  swiftly,  had  pinioned  her  by  the  arm  as  she  rested 
one  hand  on  the  couch. 

He  did  not  look  up  ;  he  regarded  the  hand  he  had 
pinioned  on  the  couch.  It  was  white  and  slender, 
the  nails  slightly  pointed  and  unstained  by  henna. 
He  smiled.  He  had  been  right  in  his  conclusion. 

Valerie,  breathing  with  suddenly  quickened  breath, 
watched  him.  Seen  near,  his  dark,  attractive  face  was 
yet  more  striking ;  more  clearly  and  with  a  woman's 
keenness  she  noted  the  well-matched  features,  the  level, 
narrowed  dark  eyes,  the  clear-cut  mouth  with  its  firm, 
almost  ruthless  set.  His  skin  looked  exceedingly  dark 
through  contrast  with  the  white  silk  turban  he  wore, 
and  yet  it  was  not  the  black  tint  of  the  other  Indians 
about,  rather  was  it  an  Italian  darkness.  This  she 
noticed  at  once.  Rows  of  pearls  were  round  his  high, 
tight  collar  which  was  fastened  with  rubies  in  front, 
while  the  big  ruby  in  his  turban  showed  crimson  fire 
as  he  moved. 

His  grip  of  her  wrist  was  so  powerful  that  she  could 
not  move  her  hand,  yet,  with  its  very  strength,  it 
thrilled  her  strangely.  She  wondered — was  her  dis- 
guise complete  ?  Would  he  recognise  her — as  Euro- 
pean ?  She  was  veiled  to  the  eyes. 

He  looked  up  ;  looked  into  the  widest,  bluest,  and, 
to  him,  most  beautiful  pair  of  eyes  that  he  had  seen 
but  once  before  in  all  his  imperious,  careless  life.  Blue 
eyes  !  Her  eyes !  The  eyes  of  the  woman  he  had 
sought  since  the  day  before.  He  drew  a  slightly  quick- 
ened breath.  He  had  thought  how  beautiful  she  would 
look  in  Eastern  dress,  and  also  that  much  would  hap- 
pen ere  he  had  the  pleasure  of  seeing  her  so  attired. 
Yet  on  their  second  meeting  he  saw  her  in  the  soft 
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silks  and  filmy  veils  and  thought  how  utterly  desirable, 
how  exquisitely  slender,  yet  faintly  elusive  she  looked. 
Allah  !  more  beautiful  in  Eastern  dress  than  European 
costume  !  Surely  Fate  had  planned  to  send  him  to 
Poona  !  Holding  her  pinioned,  his  dark  glance  flashed 
over  her. 

Valerie  noted  his  keen  glance,  the  sudden  gleam  of 
his  dark  eyes  as  he  saw  her.  She  was  used  to  seeing 
the  look  of  sudden,  intense  interest  in  men's  eyes,  yet 
it  slightly  angered  her  that  she  should  so  attract  this 
young  Indian  Prince.  For  she  could  not  misunder- 
stand his  look  and  for  a  moment  her  own  dropped. 

Her  look  fell  on  the  hand  holding  her  wrist ;  it  was 
dark  also  and  slender,  yet  slender  with  a  steeliness  of 
strength.  A  band  of  pure  silver  was  round  his  slim 
wrist  and  a  ring,  holding  gleaming  red  stones,  upon 
one  finger. 

"  Blue  eyes  above  an  Eastern  veil !  "  said  he  at 
last,  softly  and  slowly. 

Valerie  flashed  a  glance  up  at  him.  She  saw  his 
narrowed,  mocking  look,  the  faint  smile  which  curved 
his  hard,  delicately  shaped  lips.  A  warm  colour  stung 
her  cheeks  and  she  was  glad  of  the  concealing  veil. 
At  that  moment  she  wished  her  eyes  had  been  black 
or  any  shade  of  brown  instead  of  deepest  blue. 

"  We  meet  again — as  I  knew  we  should." 

She  knew  then  that  he  knew  who  she  was — a  Euro- 
pean— the  woman  he  had  seen  the  day  before  !  Anger 
deepened  the  flush  on  her  cheeks,  yet  her  look  dropped 
from  his.  It  was  too  exceedingly  warm  for  a  contest 
of  looks  and,  moreover,  she  had  some  slight  thought 
for  her  position. 

"  What  do  you  here  ?  "  His  voice  was  suddenly 
level  and  curt.  She  noticed  now  that  he  spoke  English, 
and  English  that  was  perfect,  without  the  least  accent. 
A  half-caste  ?  It  seemed  very  likely. 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  "  she  murmured.  "  I  don't 
understand " 
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"  You  know  very  well  what  I  mean  !  "  he  snapped 
levelly,  a  smouldering  light  in  his  eyes.  "  Why — are 
you  here  ?  For  to-night  this  place,  the  Caf6  Baboosh, 
is  given  over  to  the  entertainment  of  Indians  and 
Orientals  who  care  to  honour  it  with  their  presence. 
You — are  a  European  !  " 

"  Well— and  if  I  am  ?  " 

Her  head  slightly  tilted,  her  glance  was  cool,  chal- 
lenging. Did  he  think  to  scare  her  ?  She  smiled 
beneath  her  veil.  It  would  take  more  than  a  cool 
young  Indian  to  accomplish  that,  even  though  he  was 
a  rich  and  powerful  Prince. 

The  flash  of  the  Rajah's  dark  eyes  was  eloquent  in 
answer.  Rarely  did  Reuel  de  Ramazan  encounter 
defiance  or  challenging  looks.  Rarely  did  anyone  seek 
to  put  their  will  against  his,  nor  were  they  apt  to  regard 
his  words  lightly.  And — for  a  woman  to  return  his 

look  with  such  coolness  and  challenge Allah  ! 

'twas  a  novel  experience.  In  that  glance  he  sensed  a 
will  and  coolness  well  able  to  meet  his  own.  Ah,  for- 
tune had  smiled  upon  him  in  sending  him  to  Poona  ! 

'  You  do  not  fear  to  admit  it  ?  Must  I,  then,  think 
you  as  foolish  as  your  action  makes  you  appear  to 
be?" 

"  Oh,  not  necessarily,"  she  returned.  "  Believe  me, 
I'm  not,  in  the  least,  known  to  be  foolish." 

'  Yet — you  are  here  !  " 

"  Well  ?  " 

"  Which  proves  you  to  be — a  little  fool !  "  said  he 
coolly. 

Valerie's  blue  eyes  blazed  in  a  moment,  flashing  up 
to  meet  the  steady  fire  of  his.  Their  looks  met  and 
fenced  through  the  close,  scent-laden  air.  She  felt 
the  strength  of  his  personality  with  the  strength  of 
his  grip.  The  whiteness  of  his  teeth,  as  he  smiled, 
showed  up  amazingly  against  the  darkness  of  his  skin. 

With  difficulty  she  controlled  herself,  checked  the 
swift  words  that  rose  to  her  lips,  but  she  had  her  wits 
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well  about  her ;  she  was  there  to  learn  something,  to 
obtain  certain  information,  and  to  openly  defy  this 
cool,  insolent  young  Prince  would  certainly  not  be  the 
best  course  to  take. 

Her  black  lashes  fell  hiding  the  glittering  blue  eyes. 
He  smiled  ;  his  eyes  narrowed  again,  though  his  hold 
of  her  did  not  relax. 

"  You,  a  European,  have,  I  scarce  know  how,  suc- 
ceeded in  gaining  admittance  here ;  have  succeeded 
in  getting  into  this  Cafe"  to-night  when  it  was  strictly 
reserved  for  Orientals.  Do  you  know  the  consequences 
of  so  rash  an  action  ?  Well,  at  least,  they  would  be 
other  than  pleasant  for  you  !  The  laws  of  the  East 
are  not  laws  to  be  disregarded  !  " 

"  Nor  is  European  law  !  "  Valerie's  glance  flashed 
up  again,  meeting  the  fire  of  his. 

"  European  law  ?  "  came  his  slow,  even  voice,  while 
his  eyes  were  almost  sinister  in  their  narrowness. 
"  This  is  the  East.  What  has  European  law  to  do 
here  ?  Here  is  the  law  of  the  East — the  law  of  those 
who  rule — as  perhaps  you  will  learn  !  " 

Valerie's  glance  fell  again,  to  hide  the  added  glitter 
in  her  eyes.  Now  she  was  sure  that  this  man,  the 
Rajah  of  Kashmine,  was  one  of  those  independent 
rulers  who  influenced  the  natives  against  European 
rule.  The  grimness,  the  arrogance,  the  assurance  of 
his  tone  proved  it  as  much  as  his  words.  She  sat 
motionless,  but,  to  her  disappointment,  he  did  not 
continue  as  she  wished. 

"  You  would  see  what  law  rules  here.  I  have  but 
to  give  a  word — and  you  stand  revealed  !  " 

Again  Valerie  checked  a  swift  answer  and  looked 
down  to  hide  the  light  of  mockery  in  her  eyes,  for  the 
menace  in  his  even  tones  troubled  her  little  ;  she  was 
not  one  to  fear.  She  knew  now  he  could  tell  her  much 
that  she  wanted  to  know,  therefore  she  would  have  to 
play  a  part,  use  her  wits  and  mask  her  real  feelings. 

"  And  you — will  give  that  word  ?  " 
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The  beseeching  softness  of  the  blue  eyes  now  raised 
to  his,  drew  a  quick  breath  from  the  Rajah.  What 
change  was  this  ?  What  woman  of  moods  was  she  ? 
So  enthralled  was  he  that  he  near  lost  his  usual  demean- 
our of  mocking  insolence  and  lofty  indifference. 

"  That,"  said  he  at  last,  "  depends  upon  my  plea- 
sure." 

His  pleasure !  Valerie  hardly  controlled  herself 
then,  and  only  by  setting  her  teeth  did  she  contain 
herself.  His  hand  seemed  to  burn  her  wrist.  His 
pleasure,  indeed  !  The  part  she  was  going  to  play 
would  be  no  easy  one,  yet — the  end  would  be  worth 
it.  To  gain  the  information  they  wanted  and  fool 
this  cool,  insolent  young  Prince. 

"  Ah,  out  you  will  be  merciful  ?  I  know  I  do  rash 
things,  but  I  fear  it's  my  adventurous  English  blood 


"  You  are  English.  I  could  guess  that.  Who  else 
would  be  so  venturesome  and  assured  ?  " 

"  So  am  I  urged  on  against  my  reason.  You'll  not 
betray  me  ?  " 

Surely  he  would  detect  the  irony  in  her  tone  and 
pleading  look  ! 

Coolly  he  regarded  two  slave  girls  dancing,  still 
holding  her,  causing  her  wrist  to  burn  beneath  the 
strength  of  his  slender  fingers.  The  girls  stepped  and 
swayed  with  seductive  grace  and  abandon.  One,  an 
attractive,  full-figured  beauty  in  scanty,  glittering 
jacket  and  full  skirt,  whirled  persistently  before  the 
young  Rajah's  couch,  but  Ramazan,  who  had  lit 
another  cigarette  with  his  free  hand,  blew  a  cloud  of 
smoke  into  the  hot,  scented  air  and  coolly  ignored  her. 
When  the  dance  was  ended  he  spoke. 

'  You  I  will  spare — this  time.  Nor  will  I  only 
spare  you — I  will  save  you  from  the  consequences  of 
your  folly.  I  will  see  you  safely  out.  Come  !  " 

Slowly  he  drew  his  fingers  from  about  her  wrist, 
releasing  her,  and  rose  to  his  feet.  Valerie  meditated 
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a  refusal  and  then  thought  better  of  it  and  rose  also, 
clasping  her  tingling  wrist. 

Down  the  multi-coloured,  close,  heavily  scented 
room,  past  the  couches  and  tables,  they  walked  to- 
gether. Many  looks  were  turned  upon  them  and  many 
light  salaams  greeted  Ramazan  as  they  went.  Faint 
pleasure  stirred  Valerie  at  this  notice  and  respect ; 
acutely  she  felt  his  presence  beside  her  and  the  strength 
of  his  personality. 

Ascending  the  steps  they  passed,  unquestioned,  the 
two  negroes,  crossed  the  ante-room,  and  stopped  in 
the  bright  light  of  the  entrance. 

"  Your  Highness,  pray  accept  my  most  sincere 
thanks !  " 

Valerie  turned  and  her  blue  eyes,  above  the  veil, 
rested  upon  the  Rajah,  with  a  look  as  soft  and  sweet 
as  could  possibly  be. 

"No,  I  desire  none  ;  'twas  my  pleasure  to  spare 
you,"  he  returned,  his  dark  glance  fixed  upon  her,  one 
hand  resting  on  his  hip,  the  other  holding  the  cigarette. 

"  I  shall  be — ever  grateful  to  you."  With  another 
melting  glance  she  left  him,  running  lightly  down  the 
steps  and  across  the  street. 

Lewis,  perspiring  freely  in  his  robes,  in  following 
Valerie  back  to  the  hotel  had  also  to  follow  Ramazan, 
since  the  Rajah  did  not  lose  sight  of  her  till  she  was 
safely  within  the  building. 


CHAPTER   VI 

IN  the  soft,  silvery  dusk  of  an  Eastern  evening 
on  the  second  day  following  the  adventure  at 
the  Cafe  Baboosh,  Valerie  and  her  brother 
Lewis  left  their  hotel  and,  turning  south  with  a  sense 
of  purpose,  directed  their  steps  towards  a  public  part 
of  the  town. 

A  beautiful  evening  it  was,  with  the  promise  of  a 
yet  more  beautiful  night.  The  sky,  though  deep  and 
swiftly  darkening,  was  amazingly  vivid  of  hue  and 
spangled  with  a  silvery  network  of  brilliant,  flickering 
stars.  A  faint,  gauzy  mist  hung  about  the  ground, 
for  the  slight  wind  of  the  day  had  died  away,  though 
the  air  was  cooler. 

Traversing  the  dusty  streets  the  two  Europeans 
came,  at  last,  to  a  clearer,  more  open  part  at  one  end 
of  the  town  where  gardens  and  tanks  made  a  pleasant 
place  for  promenade.  There  Valerie,  glancing  at  the 
watch  she  wore,  slightly  lessened  her  swinging  step. 

"  I  tell  you,  Val,"  Lewis  repeated  with  grim  serious- 
ness, "  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  is  not  a  man  to  be 
played  with." 

Valerie,  a  vivid  picture  of  the  attractive,  arrogant 
young  Prince  in  her  mind,  for  she  had  seen  him  only 
the  day  before,  well  believed  this,  yet,  sure  of  her 
own  power,  she  only  smiled.  To  her  all  men  could 
be  played  with. 

'  You  surely  know  something  of  the  Indians,  Val. 
They're  a  strange,  touchy  lot.  You  have  to  be  care- 
ful how  you  take  them.  You  can't  play  with  them 
as  you  would  civilised  Europeans." 

"  Oh,  have  some  faith  in  me,  Lew !  I  understand 
the  Indians  all  right — Ramazan  especially." 

48 
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"  I  have  my  doubts,  Val.  For  Heaven's  sake  give 
up  this  mad  business.  You  don't  know  what  you're 
doing  !  It's  a  risky  enough  job  for  a  woman  to  tackle, 
as  the  Colonel  was  careful  to  tell  you,  but  to  set  about 
it  through  Ramazan,  in  the  way  you're  doing,  is 
little  less  than  madness.  You're  running  into  danger, 
Val !  Give  it  up  ;  it's  playing  with  fire,  and  all  your 
loyalty  to  the  Union  Jack,  your  desire  to  assist  us, 
does  not  merit  you  going  to  that  extent." 

"  What ! — give  it  up  ?  Really,  Lewis,  you're  ridi- 
culous considering  how  successful  we've  been.  Why, 
events  have  happened  splendidly  for  us.  The  Rajah 
has  walked  into  our  hands  ;  he  can  tell  us  everything 
we  want  to  know — if  I  make  him.  And  be  assured, 
Lew,"  her  hand  rested  on  his  arm,  her  eyes  smiled 
coolly  at  him  from  the  dusk,  "  I  have  Ramazan  all 
right.  It  required  but  a  little  wit,  a  playing  up  to 
his  vanity,  and  now,  if  we  don't  find  out  about  his 
rebellious  companions  it'll  surprise  me  immensely." 

Lewis  walked  on  in  silence.  Eagerness  for  the 
success  of  his  sister's  scheme  and  anxiety  for  its  con- 
sequences for  her  conflicted  within  him.  But  he 
knew,  only  too  well,  that  once  her  mind  was  set 
upon  a  thing  there  was  no  turning  her  from  it. 

"  But — you  don't  know  the  man " 

"  I  think  it's  you  who  don't  know  him,"  she  laughed 
lightly.  "  You  saw  him  leave  me  yesterday.  Where 
was  your  fiery  Indian  then  ?  " 

"  Indeed,  I — I  hardly  knew  the  man.  What  have 
you  done  to  him,  Val  ?  " 

Again  she  laughed,  conscious  of  her  conquest. 

"  That's  just  it,  Val,"  his  anxiety  returned.  "  You 
don't  know  the  man — as  we  know  him.  When  he 
finds  out  you've  deceived  him,  played  with  him  for 
your  own  advantage — what  then  ?  " 

"  Then,"  said  she  with  a  cold  smile,  a  glitter  in 
her  blue  eyes,  "  he  will  find  that  someone's  wits  were 
sharper  than  his  own  and  that  not  every  one  bows 
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and  scrapes  to  his  High  Mightiness  !  "  and  she  laughed 
again  softly. 

"  And  you  " — there  was  a  faint  rasp  in  Lewis's 
voice — "  will  find  him  the  devil  we  know  !  " 

She  shrugged,  moving  the  rich  shawl  she  wore  over 
her  evening  dress,  and,  feeling  the  small  revolver 
hidden  at  her  waist,  laughed  again.  Lewis  saw  how 
little  his  words  affected  her  ;  that  cool,  assured  modern 
woman  that  she  was,  the  East,  with  its  power  and 
its  barbarity,  had  few  terrors  for  her. 

With  leisurely  steps  they  reached  the  gardens  and 
shimmering  tanks  and  passing  along  the  flower- 
scented,  water-cooled  walks  came  to  a  collection  of 
buildings,  one  of  which  was  a  temple,  at  the  far  end. 
Valerie  glanced  at  her  watch  again  and  then,  leaving 
Lewis  in  the  shadow  of  the  wall,  moved  swiftly  forward 
to  the  back  of  the  fine,  old,  disused  temple  where  a 
short  flight  of  broken  stone  steps  led  up  to  a  terrace  hung 
with  trailing  convolvulus  .xnd  purple  bougainvillea. 

Valerie  went  to  meet  her  Indian  lover. 

At  the  foot  of  the  steps  she  stopped,  hesitated,  one 
shoe  upon  the  first  stone.  A  frown  knitted  her  level 
brows.  Sudden  distaste  for  the  part  she  was  playing 
gripped  her.  She  was  tricking  him,  deceiving  him, 
luring  him  into  a  net  with  her  woman's  wiles  and, 
although  he  was  an  Indian,  she  did  not  care  for  the 
deception.  It  was  no  very  praiseworthy  part.  She 
turned,  as  though  to  rejoin  her  brother. 

Only  for  a  moment  she  backed  the  steps,  however ; 
the  next  she  had  moved  back  to  them.  Rarely  did 
Valerie  turn  from  a  difficult  task,  and  the  end  justified 
her  means.  He  was  Reuel  de  Ramazan  ;  it  would 
be  her  wits  against  his.  Moreover,  this  flirtation 
with  the  Rajah  was  different  to  any  other  she  had 
had,  perhaps  because  the  man  himself  was  so  different. 

Ascending  the  steps  she  reached  the  wide,  open, 
creeper-hung  terrace  and  almost  immediately  saw 
the  Rajah.  He  was  waiting  for  her — as  she  knew. 
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She  stopped  at  the  top  of  the  steps,  her  glance 
travelling  over  him  in  the  dusk.  Never,  she  thought, 
had  she  seen  a  more  splendid,  attractive  figure.  He 
was  standing  leaning  lightly  against  the  stone  parapet. 
A  long  Indian  coat  of  white,  embroidered  with  gold 
or  silver  thread  so  that  it  shimmered  faintly  in  the 
half-light  as  he  moved,  fitted  tightly  to  his  slender 
form,  while  a  turban  of  pale  orange,  without  jewel 
or  ornament  of  any  kind  but  with  one  end  hanging 
down  the  back,  was  on  his  head.  Below  the  coat, 
instead  of  the  tight  trousers  and  pointed  shoes, 
showed  neat,  dark  riding  boots.  The  gems  in  his 
rings  and  the  hilt  of  a  small  scimitar  which  showed 
at  the  opening  of  his  coat  appeared  the  only  jewels 
he  was  wearing.  He  seemed  perfectly  in  accord 
with  his  surroundings,  she  thought ;  quite  in  place 
in  that  Indian  garden,  and  very  like  the  attractive 
lover  of  some  Eastern  tale. 

A  faint  thrill  of  pleasure  stole  over  Valerie  at  the 
thought  that  he  was  hers — if  she  wished ;  that  she 
had  won  to  her  feet  an  Indian  Prince,  and  that  Prince 
the  young  Rajah  of  Kashmine.  It  was  exceedingly 
gratifying.  How  different  he  looked  to  the  many 
Europeans  she  knew !  A  pity  he  was  an  Indian, 

but — as  he  was She  slightly  shrugged  her 

shoulders. 

He  moved  first,  coming  with  a  swift,  lithe  step 
towards  her.  Taking  the  hands  she  shyly  offered, 
he  would  have  drawn  her  quickly  to  liim,  but  swiftly, 
slightly  she  resisted,  and  so  he  stopped  and  contented 
himself  with  pressing  her  white  fingers  to  his  lips. 

"  Beloved — you  have  come  !  " 

"  Yes,  I — I  have  come — Reuel."  She  let  her  dark 
lashes  droop  and,  looking  away  from  him  into  the 
deepening  dusk,  was  alluringly  silent. 

"  Dear  heart,  I  have  counted  the  hours  and  minutes 
to  this  moment !  Both  have  moved  with  chained  feet 
when  I  would  have  had  them  as  fleet  as  the  wind." 
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"  You  knew  I  would  come  ?  " 

"  I  knew  you  would  come." 

Truly,  the  man  was  deliciously  sure  of  himself. 
It  was  the  Rajah  speaking.  What  he  wanted  he 
was  sure  of  getting.  She  checked  a  faint  smile. 

He  drew  her  along  the  terrace  to  a  stone  seat  by 
the  creeper-clad  parapet.  There  was  no  one  else 
on  the  terrace,  though  a  few  figures,  mostly  lovers, 
moved  about  the  cool,  scented  gardens.  The  dusk 
had  deepened,  but  soon  it  would  lighten  with  the 
coming  of  the  moon.  Faintly  a  tom-tom  sounded, 
beating  in  the  night's  stillness. 

Seated  there  in  the  soft  dusk  Valerie's  look  sought 
the  temple  and  then  the  fair  gardens  stretched  below 
them ;  her  blue  eyes  were  dreamy,  half-closed. 
Ramazan  regarded  her. 

"  You  are  very  beautiful." 

Raising  his  hand  he  touched  the  edge  of  her  shawl 
and,  despite  her  resistance,  drew  it  gently  from  her 
shoulders.  She  was  wearing  an  evening  dress  of 
black  satin,  tulle  and  jet,  and  her  bare  arms  and 
throat  gleamed  exceedingly  white  in  the  dusk,  as 
did  her  perfectly  featured  face  beneath  the  cloud  of 
dark  hair.  Jet  ear-rings,  swinging  from  her  ears, 
gave  her  a  slightly  worldly  appearance. 

'  You  are  very  beautiful,"  he  repeated,  his  dark, 
intense  glance  travelling  over  her.  "  My  Heart's 
Desire  !  " 

Valerie,  a  faint  colour  showing  in  her  face,  regarded 
him  beneath  her  lashes.  Indeed,  he  was  changed ; 
he  did  not  look  quite  the  cool,  arrogant  young  Indian 
of  the  market-place,  nor  yet  the  man  who  had  chal- 
lenged her  in  the  Cafe.  The  hardness,  the  arrogance 
had  left  his  face  ;  the  look  of  restlessness  and  dis- 
satisfaction was  gone  from  the  dark  eyes  which  were 
now  infinitely  tender,  and  the  firm,  half-cruel  set  of 
his  even  mouth  was  banished  by  a  strange  softness. 
Singularly  youthful  his  dark,  attractive  face  looked  now. 
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"  Are  not  the  ways  of  Allah  beyond  all  praise,  my 
beloved  ?  He  brought  you  here,  to  Poona,  and 
drew  me  also  from  the  fair  gardens  of  India.  It  was 
that  we  should  meet." 

Valerie  admitted  to  herself  that  the  Eastern  God 
could  not  have  worked  better — for  them,  little  know- 
ing how  deep-laid  were  the  plans  of  Fate. 

"  But,  Reuel,  I — I  should  not  be  here  now,  alone, 
at  this  time,  with  you." 

"  Wherefore  not — if  we  love  ?  "  he  demanded. 
"  Dear  heart,  when  love  comes  conventions  slip  as 
sand  through  the  fingers." 

"  Do  they  ?  "  Her  glance  challenged  his  dark, 
intense  look,  then  softly  fell.  "  But — Reuel,  we 
hardly  know  each  other." 

"  What  matters  that  ?  If  we  love — is  not  that 
sufficient  ?  "  His  dark,  gleaming  eyes  sought  to 
hold  hers  again  ;  his  brown,  slender  fingers  closed 
tightly  about  her  hands  and  the  silver  band  round 
his  wrist  flashed  palely  in  the  dusk.  "  Besides — I 
have  waited  for  you." 

"  Yes  ?  "  Her  glance  fell  away.  What  did  the 
man  mean  ? 

"  At  Kashmine,  in  the  Garden  of  India,  I  have 
lived  and  ruled  alone.  Yes,  Prince  though  I  was 
with  slaves  at  my  call,  yet  was  I  utterly  alone.  When 
I  dwelt  in  my  palace  the  longing  in  my  heart  would 
not  let  me  rest.  I  could  have  had  love,  where  I 
would,  for  the  asking,  the  taking.  Allah  !  that  love 
was  too  easily  got.  You  could  not  be  bought  with 
rubies,  Valerie  !  But  I  would  have  none  of  it ;  there 
was  ever  something  lacking.  I  had  not  yet  found 
her,  my  love,  my  woman.  I  waited.  Then,  in  this 
town,  I  saw  you,  and  knew  you  at  once — the  woman 
for  whom  I  had  waited  !  " 

His  fingers  strayed  up  her  arm,  warm  against  her 
cool  flesh.  He  moved  yet  nearer  to  her  and  his  arm 
went  about  her,  but  Valerie  drew  back,  quickly 
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turning  her  head,  for  he  would  have  drawn  her  with 
a  sudden  passionate  movement  against  him.  He 
noticed  her  action  and  controlled  himself,  determinedly 
checking  the  swift  fire  which  glowed  within  him  and 
the  desire  to  hold  her  in  his  arms  and  feel  her  lips 
beneath  his  own.  Because  he  loved  her  he  could 
be  patient. 

"  What !  not  one  kiss,  heart  of  mine  ?  "  he  pleaded 
softly. 

"  No,  no,  Reuel— not  yet." 

"  Allah  !  and  we  love  !  "  Then  he  laughed  softly. 
"  One  day,  O  reluctant  one,  you  will  be  eager  for  my 
kisses." 

Valerie  turned  her  head  to  hide  her  quick,  derisive 
smile.  Did  he  really  think  she  was  in  love  with 
him — an  Indian  !  Did  he  think  that  she,  a  white  girl, 
loved  him  because  he  was  good-looking  and  a  Prince  ? 
If  so,  she  had  certainly  played  her  part  very  well. 

A  golden  brown  moth,  the  size  of  a  small  bird, 
swooped  on  to  the  terrace  and  fluttered  about  the 
convolvulus  flowers.  Valerie  turned  quickly  to  watch 
it.  India  was  showing  her  many  strange  and  wonder- 
ful things.  Far  in  the  distance,  beyond  the  town,  a 
red-gold  light  shone  through  the  tops  of  the  trees, 
showing  that  the  moon  had  risen,  though  the  dusk 
was  still  dark  and  deep.  From  the  gardens  came 
strange  scents,  of  tropical  flowers  and  plants. 

The  Rajah  looked  at  the  woman  beside  him.  Her 
black  gown  made  her  skin  look  ivory  white,  and  the 
colour  in  her  cheeks  was  like  the  faint  tint  on  china. 
She  leant  back  on  the  stone  seat  and  his  glance 
travelled  over  her  relaxed  figure.  He  noted  her 
slight  slimness ;  her  beautifully  formed  body ;  the 
rounded  curve  of  arm  and  breast  and  hip  which 
showed  even  through  the  misty  tulle  which  adorned 
the  clinging  satin.  Youth  and  health  glowed  in  her 
perfect  form  and  yet,  with  her  indolent  attitude,  its 
vitality  seemed  to  slumber. 
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"  You    are    beautiful,"    he    whispered    yet    again. 

'  You  are  so  different  to  the  other  women  I  have 

seen,  and  could  have  had.    They  were  all  so  dark 

and  too  finely  made ;  but  you I  had  thought 

perhaps  my  English  bride  would  have  hair  of  gold, 
but  then  she  would  have  made  me  look  dark,  indeed. 
Your  hair  is  like  jungle  beech  that  has  fallen ;  your 
eyes  are  as  blue  as  these  Indian  skies  and  your  flesh 
is  as  white  as  the  palm  blossom." 

Valerie  stirred  and  glanced  up  to  see  his  wide, 
intense  look  travelling  over  her,  with  admiration 
and  something  more  in  the  depth  of  his  dark  eyes. 
The  colour  slightly  deepened  in  her  face.  She  was 
used  to  seeing  men  look  at  her  as  he  looked,  and  yet 
the  wide,  intense  glance  of  this  young  Rajah  stirred 
her  more  than  all  the  others.  She  felt  for  the  fringe 
of  her  shawl  but  he  rested  his  hand  on  it  on  the  seat. 

"  I — I  am  cold,"  she  murmured,  but  he  was  a 
match  for  her. 

"  Come  to  my  heart,  then.  You  will  not  feel  cold 
within  my  arms." 

Valerie,  however,  disregarded  the  invitation  of 
those  quickly  opened  arms  and  thought  how  she 
could  make  him  speak  of  himself,  of  those  other 
princes.  He  laughed  softly  and  proceeded. 

'  You  would  look  so  lovely  in  Eastern  clothes. 
You  hide  your  beauty  in  heavy,  plain  Western  garb. 
Your  white  body  would  look  exquisite  in  loose  silks 
and  jewels." 

"  But,  Reuel — that  sounds  a  trifle  cool." 

"  The  heart  of  India  is  warm,  my  Valerie.  There 
you  would  only  want  to  wear  the  dresses  I  could 
give  you  if  you  came  to  Kashmine." 

The  moon  topped  the  trees  and  flooded  the  land 
with  pale  white  light.  In  the  town  domes  and 
minarets  gleamed  like  silver  in  the  dusk,  while  the 
tanks  in  the  gardens  looked  like  dark  mirrors. 

"  You  will  come  to  Kashmine  with  me,  Valerie  ?  " 
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asked  the  Rajah  softly.     "  You  will  come  back  with 
me  to  my  province,  to  be  my  Princess  ?  " 

A  sudden,  glittering  light  showed  in  Valerie's  blue 
eyes ;  her  heart  beat  more  quickly. 

"  Kashmine  ?  "  she  murmured.      '  Your  province  ?  " 

"  My  home  in  India,  Valerie.  It  is  not  large  ;  it 
goes  not  to  the  extent  of  some  Princes'  possessions, 
but  it  is  a  very  fair  place  in  India's  garden.  I  want 
no  other.  I  have  power  and  some  wealth.  All,  my 
Valerie,  will  be  yours  if  you  come  with  me." 

"  Yes  ?  "  she  whispered,  and  though  her  eyes 
were  narrowed  her  lips  were  parted. 

"  There  you  would  be  my  Queen,  to  rule  my 
province  with  me.  Many  things  I  could  give  you, 
and  I  am  glad  that  I  can  give  them.  Nearly  every- 
thing that  you  could  wish  for  you  could  have.  And 
for  all  that  I  would  give  you  I  would  only  ask  one 
thing  in  return." 

"  And  that  ?  "     Her  look  was  unfathomable. 
'  Your  love  !    That  you  would  love  me." 

Valerie  looked  down  on  the  dark,  scent-filled  gardens. 
There  was  now  a  faint  colour  added  to  her  cheeks. 
Power  was  in  her  grasp — power  and  wealth.  What 
he  offered  her  was  no  little  thing.  To  become  a 
Princess — a  Princess  of  India !  To  be  the  bride  of 
an  Eastern  Prince.  What  more  could  she  desire  ? 

She  had  never  had  an  offer  like  this  before,  and 
it  did  not  seem  possible  that  she  would  get  another, 
and  a  better  one.  To  go  to  his  home,  to  rule  there 
— to  rule  a  province  in  India  !  The  thought  was 
very  attractive.  For  a  moment  she  was  tempted  to 
throw  over  her  work  for  the  Government  and  to 
take  the  power  and  wealth  that  was  offered  her  in 
being  a  Rajah's  bride. 

"  You  will  come  to  Kashmine,  my  beloved  ?  " 

His  hand  pressed  tightly  against  her  side,  for  his 
arm  was  now  about  her.  Valerie  withdrew  her 
glance  from  the  garden.  Only  for  a  moment  was 
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she  tempted.  She  remembered  now  that  he  was 
an  Indian.  In  that  palace  of  fair  Kashmine  there 
would  be  a  harem,  and  in  that  harem — how  many 
of  his  wives,  native  wives  ?  She  might  be  his  Queen, 
but  she  would  certainly  not  be  his  only  woman. 
He  was  not  the  man  to  live  alone,  and  moreover,  it 
was  the  law  of  his  land — so  very  different  to  her 
own.  East  and  West,  that  never  could  meet. 

Her  lips  curled  half  mockingly ;  the  glitter  in 
her  eyes  was  hard  now. 

"  Reuel,  give  me  a  little  more  time.  I  am  not 
sure  yet.  I — I  hardly  know  you.  Tell  me " 

"  You  have  heard  some  tales  about  me,  perhaps  ?  " 
he  broke  in  quietly.  "  Yes,  I  can  be  a  bit  of  a  devil 
at  times,  Valerie.  I  do  not  keep  that  from  you. 
But  I  have  suffered ;  life  was  once  very  hard  to  me, 
and  so  I  have  flung  defiance  at  life  and  Fate.  But 
you  do  not  fear,  my  beloved  ?  I  love  you.  What 
we  love  we  do  not  harm  or  hurt — or  our  love  is  no 
true  love.  I  have  found  my  Heart's  Desire  and  so 
all  the  world  is  different  to  me  now.  My  friend, 
Gerald  Stanton,  vows  I  could  be  civilised,  and  he  is 
right.  You — you  only  could  change  me  ;  you  could 
subdue  this  lawless,  untamed  heart  of  mine  and 
make  me  truly  worthy  of — your  love.  You  alone, 
my  Valerie  !  " 

His  hand  stole  up  and  across  her  dark  hair  with 
a  soft,  caressing  touch.  Valerie  sat  very  stiff,  seeking 
to  hold  him  at  a  distance  with  the  tenseness  of  her 
glance.  Her  heart  beat  a  heavy,  disquietening  pace. 
The  soft,  Eastern  dusk  enveloped  them  like  a  warm, 
gauzy  cloak.  The  tropical  scents  from  the  garden 
were  very  heavy  on  the  calm  air. 

That  she  could  perhaps  save  this  man,  that  she 
could  crush  the  worst  and  bring  out  all  that  was 
best  in  his  strange,  lawless  nature,  troubled  Valerie 
not  in  the  least.  Her  only  thought  was  for  further- 
ing her  own  desires.  That  she  was  finding  her  part 
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difficult  only  made  her  all  the  more  determined  to 
succeed. 

"  Yes,  Reuel  ?  But — tell  me  of  India — out  where 
you  live.  You  are  a  Prince  out  there  ?  Tell  me,  do 
you  rule  out  there,  alone,  unquestioned  ?  " 

What  guile  was  there  in  the  blue,  shining  eyes, 
the  eager,  parted  lips  ? 

"  I  rule,  alone,  unquestioned,"  he  returned,  his 
voice  cool,  even.  "  I  am  Prince  of  my  province  and 
therefore  my  word  is  law.  There  are  few  who  inter- 
fere with  me." 

Watching  him  beneath  her  lashes  and  noting  the 
sudden  hardening  of  his  face,  the  return  of  his  cool 
arrogance,  she  guessed  he  spoke  no  idle  words. 

"  Alone  I  have  ruled,  but  now  I  have  found  my 
love,  my  mate,  for  whom  I  have  waited,  and  no  longer 
shall  I  be  alone.  You  will  rule  with  me,  in  my  home — 
in  the  warm,  golden  heart  of  India — Valerie  !  " 

The  Rajah's  arm  tightened  about  her  now  ;  his 
touch  was  gentle,  yet  it  was  infinitely  strong,  slightly 
possessive.  Her  hand  went  up  to  press  against  his 
rich,  embroidered  coat  which  was  soft  like  satin  to 
her  touch.  But  his  arm  tightened  with  sudden 
masterfulness ;  he  drew  her  forward  to  him  until, 
held  in  his  embrace,  she  lay  against  his  warm,  supple 
body.  Then,  bending  his  head,  he  rested  his  dark 
cheek  upon  the  white  softness  of  hers. 

Valerie  closed  her  eyes  and  clenched  her  hands, 
striving  to  endure  that  close,  intimate,  gentle  yet 
masterful  embrace  as  best  she  could. 

It  was  an  exceedingly  beautiful  Eastern  night  and 
Valerie  wished  that  it  had  been  less  beautiful  since  it 
made  her  part  the  more  difficult  to  play.  The  moon 
now  hung  clear  above  the  trees  like  a  huge  silver 
lamp,  lighting  the  night  dusk.  Above,  the  electric 
blue  sky  was  spangled  with  a  million  brilliant  stars, 
while  about  them  the  air,  for  all  the  faint,  cool  wind, 
seemed  to  hang  still  and  close,  holding  strange  per- 
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fumes.  Had  she  not  been  very  sure  of  herself,  of 
her  own  cool,  calculating  nature  and  unquestioned 
self-will,  she  might  have  hesitated  before  starting  a 
flirtation  with  this  picturesque,  arrogant  young  Prince 
of  India.  Held  in  his  arms,  his  warm  cheek  upon 
hers,  and  the  witchery  of  the  still  Eastern  night  about 
them,  she  set  her  teeth  with  determination  to  remain 
unstirred,  yet  a  mad,  wild  desire  rose  in  her  to  respond 
to  him,  and  her  heart  had  quickened  its  even  pace 
till  she  almost  feared  he  would  feel  its  beat  against 
him. 

Slowly  he  moved  his  cheek  upon  hers.  Instinct 
told  her  that  he  sought  her  lips  and  immediately  she 
struggled  slightly  to  free  herself.  So  far  she  had 
avoided  a  kiss,  for  he  had  desired  that  caress,  not 
that  the  touch  of  his  lips,  the  lips  of  an  Indian  would 
be  utterly  defiling,  but  that  she  feared  the  fire  and 
passion,  which  she  knew  to  be  in  his  kiss,  would  agree 
but  ill  with  her  own  calm,  cool  nature. 

"  No,  no,  Reuel !    Please " 

He  released  her  slowly  and  reluctantly,  keeping  a 
firm  control  of  himself,  while  his  soft,  dark  eyes 
regarded  her. 

"  My  beloved,  why  do  you  deny  me  your  lips  ? 
Why  will  you  give  me  no  kiss,  no  seal  of  love  ?  " 

"  Reuel,  you  must  be  patient.     I " 

"  Patient !  "  exclaimed  the  Rajah  with  a  sudden 
jerk  of  his  head  and  flash  of  his  eyes.  "  Allah  !  do 
you  know  how  patient  I  have  been  with  you  ?  " 

Valerie  shot  him  a  quick  glance  below  her  lashes. 

"  I  have  shown  more  patience  than  it  was  known 
Ramazan  of  Kashmine  possessed.  But — I  love 
you- 


Yet  we  have  only  just  met,  Reuel " 

"  Four  days — and  not  a  kiss  yet !  My  Valerie,  do 
you  know  so  little  of  love  ?  Do  you  think  'tis  judged 
by  time  ?  A  look,  a  word,  one  meeting  and  'tis 
sufficient.  Love  speeds  with  the  wings  of  the  wind 
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and  knows  no  master  and  no  law.  And  if  we  love 
the  world  is  at  our  feet,  my  dear.  You  deny  me, 
yet  if  you  love  you  will  not  deny  me  long.  O  woman 
of  my  heart,  we  hold  the  precious  moments  now ; 
if  we  love,  what  does  anything  else  matter  ?  " 

Valerie's  low  laugh  trembled  slightly. 

"  Oh,  Reuel,  Reuel,  your  free,  lawless  way  of  life 
makes  you  speak  like  that.  Our  ways  are  different, 
you  know.  You  mustn't  forget  I  am  civilised,  per- 
haps more  civilised  than  others " 

"  True  ;  you  are  English."  His  dark,  attractive 
face  was  inscrutable.  "  You  belong  to  that  cold, 
calculating  race  for  which  I  have  little  liking.  Yet 
must  I  mate  with  one.  But  India  will  change  you. 
Warm,  golden  India  will  grip  and  hold  you  in  a  little 
while,  my  Valerie." 

He  smiled  down  into  her  blue  eyes,  and  she  stiffened 
suddenly  and  looked  away. 

"  Tell  me  more  of  your  home,  India,  Reuel.  Are 
there  other  Princes  and  Chiefs  out  there,  who  rule 
unquestioned  and  undisturbed,  like  you  ?  " 

A  slight  frown  knitted  his  straight  brows  at  her 
swift  changing  of  the  subject. 

"  Of  course.  Many  are  the  Princes  who  rule  in 
India,  and  some  rule  that  their  word  is  law,  and 
they  obey  no  higher  power.  But  what  of  them  ? 
One  Prince  for  you  is  sufficient,  my  dear." 

"  Who  are  they,  Reuel — these  Princes  who  rule  by 
themselves  ?  " 

Her  hands  were  clenched  in  her  lap  amid  the  fringe 
of  her  shawl ;  looking  down  she  scarce  dared  to  breathe 
in  waiting  for  his  answer.  Everything  hung  upon 
that  answer,  which  she  had  been  leading  up  to.  It 
would  give  the  British  authorities  the  information 
they  were  striving  to  obtain  and  herself  an  unques- 
tioned triumph. 

He  did  not  answer  at  once.  Indeed,  he  did  not 
answer  at  all. 
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She  flashed  a  swift  glance  up  at  him  and  slightly 
caught  her  breath.  His  dark  face  had  gone  as  hard 
and  inscrutable  as  she  had  seen  it  more  than  once 
before,  the  well-shaped  lips  motionlessly  set  and  the 
brown  eyes  exceedingly  narrowed.  Had  he  any  sus- 
picions ?  These  Indians  were  very  wary,  and  touchy 
about  their  country.  Did  he  suspect  her  ? 

Valerie  spoke  again,  quickly,  looking  fully  up  at 
him. 

"  Why,  Reuel,  what  is  the  matter ?  " 

He  held  her  suddenly  by  both  bare  arms,  watching 
her  with  his  narrowed,  hard,  merciless  eyes. 

"  Why  do  you  ask  about  these  Princes  ?  " 

"  Why  ?  I — I  was  curious."  Her  wide  blue  eyes 
returned  his  look,  coolly,  unwavering.  "  Shouldn't  I 
have  asked,  Reuel  ?  " 

The  hardness  went  out  of  his  face ;  he  laughed 
suddenly  and  his  arm  went  round  her  again. 

"  My  beloved,  see  how  deeply  I  do  love  thee." 
There  was  the  quiver  of  passion  in  his  deep  voice. 
"  Your  every  thought  that  is  for  others  and  not  for 
me  I  am  jealous  of.  But  you  are  mine,  beloved." 

He  held  her  against  him  and  pressed  kisses  upon 
her  hair,  speaking  softly  to  her  as  no  one  else  had 
spoken.  She  rested  her  head  on  his  breast  so  that 
he  could  not  kiss  her  lips  and  did  not  answer  him. 
She  could  feel  the  fire  of  his  hot  blood,  the  warmth 
of  his  kisses  on  her  hair.  He  was  a  man  of  the  East ; 
his  nature  was  different  to  those  of  the  other  men 
she  had  flirted  with,  and  she  was  more  than  ever 
conscious  of  the  difference.  She  did  not  mind  playing 
with  fire,  but  she  had  no  desire  or  intention  to  be 
burnt  in  the  flame. 

'  You  are  mine  now,  Valerie  !  " 

The  steely  strength  of  his  arm  about  her  was 
unpleasantly  unyielding  and  possessive.  Her  head 
resting  on  his  breast,  he  did  not  see  her  quick  frown 
or  the  faint  curling  of  her  lips,  but  on  the  first  oppor- 
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tunity  she  escaped  from  his  arms  again  and  with  a 
quick,  lithe  movement  sprang  up  from  the  terrace 
seat. 

She  saw  it  would  be  unwise  to  pursue  her  quest 
for  information  further  that  night,  however  carefully 
she  questioned  him.  She  would  have  to  wait,  to 
meet  him  yet  once  more,  for  she  had  no  wish  to  ruin 
everything  by  one  false  move.  A  little  further 
playing,  one  more  night,  and  the  Rajah  would  tell 
her  of  those  Princes. 

So,  as  nothing  more  was  to  be  gained,  Valerie 
prepared  to  depart,  since  Ramazan's  ardent,  expres- 
sive love-making  in  the  still,  seductive  witchery  of 
an  Indian  night  stirred  her  more  than  she  had  ever 
thought  possible. 

"  Reuel,  I  must  go  !  Whatever  can  be  the  time  ? 
See,  the  moon's  high  in  the  sky  now.  I  mustn't 
stay  another  moment  with  you " 

Ramazan  sprang  to  his  feet  also. 

"  My  beloved,  you  are  going !  Why,  the  night  is 
yet  young  and  you  have  not  yet  seen  its  beauty. 
Will  you  leave  me " 

"  I  must.  Good-bye — Reuel.  Till  to-morrow,  per- 
haps. To-morrow,  here,  at  the  same  time." 

She  whispered  the  words  hurriedly ;  her  head  was 
back,  her  lips  raised.  The  Rajah  bent  forward. 
But  with  a  light  laugh  and  sudden,  lithe  movement 
she  freed  herself  from  him  and  caught  up  her  shawl 
from  the  seat.  He  made  to  catch  her  to  him,  but 
again  with  a  quick,  light  movement  she  eluded  him 
and  with  a  low,  light  laugh  fled  along  the  terrace  to 
the  steps. 

Reuel  de  Ramazan  sprang  in  pursuit  of  her,  and 
then  sharply  drew  himself  up.  He  could  have  caught 
her  easily,  but  he  suddenly  remembered  that  he  was 
the  Rajah  of  Kashmine.  For  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine 
to  pursue  anyone,  much  less  a  woman,  it  was  an 
unheard-of  thing.  He  stood  and  let  her  go. 
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A  frown  knitted  his  dark  brows,  but  the  corners 
of  his  lips  were  curved.  He  hardly  knew  whether 
to  be  angry  or  amused,  but  certainly  he  was  com- 
pletely enthralled  by  this  slender,  mocking,  spirited 
piece  of  fair  womanhood. 

Valerie  rejoined  her  brother  and  returned  to  the 
hotel. 


CHAPTER  VII 

THE  following  night,  but  ten  minutes  after  the 
appointed  time,  Valerie  and  Lewis  Ransome 
arrived  again  at  the  public  gardens  of 
Poona,  and,  as  before,  Valerie,  leaving  her  brother 
in  the  shadow  of  the  old  temple,  walked  to  the  short 
flight  of  steps  at  the  back  which  led  up  to  the  place 
of  tryst. 

As  before,  the  night  was  beautiful,  though  now  it 
was  lighter,  since  the  moon,  a  ball  of  vivid  light 
changing  swiftly  from  gold  to  white,  had  risen  above 
the  trees  in  the  distance  and  was  sailing  up  in  a  deep, 
blue-black  sky  shedding  a  silver  radiance  over  the 
land  and  town.  Through  the  stillness  of  the  night, 
above  the  subdued  sounds  of  Eastern  and  Western 
life,  a  tom-tom  could  be  heard  beating  evenly  but 
monotonously.  The  night  air  was  soft  and  cool 
against  the  cheek  and  held  a  strange  mingling  of 
scents. 

The  Rajah  of  Kashmine  awaited  her  coming  upon 
the  terrace,  a  straight,  picturesque  figure  against  the 
parapet.  She  stopped  at  the  top  of  the  steps, 
expectant,  waiting  for  his  quick  approach,  his 
ardent  yet  tender  greeting. 

So  they  stood,  a  good  length  of  the  terrace  between 
them. 

He  did  not  come  forward,  nor,  indeed,  did  he  alter 
his  position  by  a  movement.  Valerie's  pencilled 
brows  knitted  in  a  frown.  She  walked  slowly  forward 
expecting  every  moment  that  he  would  move  and 
hurry  to  greet  her.  But  he  did  not ;  he  stood 
immovable,  watching  her  approach. 

Valerie  was  forced  to  walk  the  length  of  the  terrace 

64 
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that  separated  them,  and  then,  when  she  stopped,  a 
few  paces  from  him,  he  did  not  move  or  even  speak. 
They  stood  regarding  each  other. 

The  rigid  unresponsiveness  of  his  straight  figure 
struck  her  with  sudden  foreboding,  stirring  a  quick 
uneasiness  within  her.  And  he  was  dressed  far 
more  splendidly  than  what  he  had  been  the  preced- 
ing night.  His  long  coat  was  of  cloth  of  gold  with 
pearls  down  the  front  and  ropes  of  pearls  round  the 
high,  tight  collar  ;  his  turban  was  of  scarlet  silk  and 
the  big  ruby  which  blazed  in  front  held  a  white 
aigret.  Jewels  flashed  on  his  dark,  slender  fingers 
and  the  jewelled  hilt  of  a  small  scimitar  showed  at 
his  waist.  Splendid,  regal,  aloft  he  stood  before 
her,  and  Valerie  regarded  him  without  speaking,  her 
hands  clenched  on  an  edge  of  her  rich  shawl. 

"  Reuel !  "   she  exclaimed  at  last,  speaking  first. 

He  gave  no  answer.  Standing  against  the  creeper- 
clad  parapet  in  the  white  light  of  the  moon,  he  might 
have  been  a  stiff,  picturesque  statue. 

"  Reuel,  what  is  the  matter  ?  I  have  come. 
Didn't  you  expect  me  to-night  ?  " 

Then  he  spoke,  though  without  altering  his  position 
in  the  least. 

'  Yes,  you  have  come,  I  see.  So  should  I  think 
myself  honoured  beyond  all  belief,  should  I  not  ?  " 

His  voice  was  level,  constrained,  tinged  with 
mockery,  very  different  in  tone  from  that  which  he 
had  but  lately  used  to  her  and  it  stirred  her  with 
greater  foreboding.  What  had  he  learnt  ?  Had 
their  plans  miscarried  in  any  way  ? 

"  Why,  Reuel !    What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"  Why  have  you  come  ?  "  he  demanded. 

"  Reuel !  "  She  drew  back,  facing  the  moonlight, 
as  though  in  pained  surprise. 

"  Was  it — for  love  of  me  ?  " 

Her  eyes  glinted  suddenly  in  the  light.  There  was 
a  slight,  a  very  slight,  pause  before  she  answered. 
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"  Why,  of  course,  Reuel " 

He  moved,  took  one  step  towards  her  and  caught 
her  in  his  arms,  crushing  her  up  against  him. 

"  Kiss  me,  then,  Valerie — kiss  me.  Put  your  lips 
on  mine  that  I  may  know  you  love  me." 

But  Valerie  threw  her  head  back,  moving  from  that 
dark,  good-looking  face  above  her  own. 

"  No,  no,  Reuel,  please "  Then,  as  the  delicately 

shaped  lips  half  curled  and  his  arms  tightened  about 
her  with  a  force  that  hurt  her,  her  blue  eyes  showed 
fire.  "  Let  me  go,  Reuel — at  once  !  " 

He  released  her  almost  immediately  and  so  sud- 
denly that  she  had  to  steady  herself  against  the 
parapet,  and  moving  back  the  step  he  had  taken 
drew  himself  up  again  rigidly,  to  his  full  height. 

"  So  you  came  here  for  love  of  me  ?  "  said  he  softly, 
his  lips  still  half  curled. 

"  Ye-es,  Reuel."  She  hardly  knew  how  to  proceed, 
for  he  seemed  to  stand  before  her  a  perfect,  and 
splendid,  stranger. 

"  You  lie !  "  The  words  were  hurled  at  her  with 
such  uncontrollable  fury  that,  involuntarily,  she 
stepped  back.  "  You  lie  !  'Twas  but  for  the  further- 
ing of  your  own  schemes  !  " 

Valerie  drew  her  breath  with  a  fault  hiss.  Her 
blue  eyes  blazed  in  answer : 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"  Will  you  deny  that  you  came  to  meet  me  here 
only  for  your  own  advantage  ?  That  your  words 
are  lies,  your  whole  demeanour  false — false  as  the 
beauty  of  you  1  " 

He  faced  her  suddenly  with  a  fierce  gesture.  The 
moonlight  fell  upon  his  face  and  she  slightly  caught 
her  breath,  for  it  was  changed  again.  Dark,  arrogant, 
good-looking,  yet  it  was  set  so  rigidly,  so  motionless, 
that  it  might  have  been  cut  in  bronze,  and  the  lips, 
for  all  their  delicate  curves,  were  set  in  hard,  cruel 
lines,  looking  almost  drawn  at  the  corners. 
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Valerie  saw  clearly  that  further  pretence  was  useless, 
that  in  some  unaccountable  way  he  had  learnt  of 
their  plans  to  force  information  from  him,  and  a 
cold  rage  gripped  her.  That  she  should  be  thwarted 
just  on  the  verge  of  success  !  That  after  all  their 
plans  and,  above  all,  her  condescension  to  endure  the 
touch  and  caresses  of  an  Indian,  a  half-caste  perhaps, 
they  had  learnt  little — or  nothing.  That  he  was  a 
Prince  and  stood  so  splendid  a  figure  before  her  she 
cared  but  little  ;  she  could  only  think  that  he,  the 
Rajah,  had  won  in  their  encounter. 

"  So — you  have  learnt  that  much,   have  you  ?  " 
Her   eyes   narrowed ;     her   voice   came   cold,    even, 
and  at  the  change  in  her  tone  he  laughed,  shortly, 
savagely,  jerking  back  his  head. 
'  You  do  not  deny  it !  " 

"  No !  "  Her  head  went  up,  her  eyes  glittered 
coldly.  "  No  ;  why  should  I  ?  Since  you've  found 
out  the  truth,  why  should  I  deny  it  ?  " 

"  The  truth  !  " 

He  turned  from  her  and  leant  upon  the  parapet, 
but  not  before  she  had  seen  his  eyes  darkened  as 
though  with  pain  and  the  drawn  lines  of  his  face 
which  made  him  look  years  older.  His  slender  hands 
were  clasped  together  till  the  knuckles  showed  white. 
The  rings  on  his  fingers  flashed  as  they  caught  the 
moonlight. 

Valerie  bit  her  vividly  red  lips,  and  then  frowned. 

"  For  what  reason  did  you  think  I  came  ?  "  she  cried. 

The  Rajah  drew  himself  rigidly  upright  again.  He 
seemed  to  have  gained  control  of  himself,  for  his 
face  was  now  hard,  inscrutable,  a  dark  beautiful 
mask.  Valerie  thought  she  had  never  before  seen 
him  look  so  Oriental. 

"  The  truth  !  "  he  repeated.  "  And  you  do  not 
fear  to  tell  me  it  is  so  !  " 

"  Fear  ?  No.  Why  should  I  ?  "  and  her  blue 
eyes  challenged  him  with  the  utmost  coolness  ;  though 
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while  one  hand  held  the  fringed  shawl  about  her,  the 
other  felt  for  the  revolver  at  her  waist.  "  I  only 

regret  you've  found  out  so  soon.  Another  day " 

she  laughed  mockingly — "  and  you'd  have  told  me 
everything  I  wanted  to  know  !  " 

A  fierce  imprecation  in  Hindustani  fell  from  his 
drawn  lips.  He  strode  suddenly  upon  her,  his  gold 
coat  shimmering  as  he  moved,  the  ruby  blazing  in 
his  turban,  but  swiftly,  with  a  movement  that  was 
instinctive,  involuntary,  she  sprang  back  and,  above 
the  fold  of  her  shawl,  the  blue  barrel  of  a  small  re- 
volver was  jerked  into  view,  the  weapon  levelled  at  him. 

"  No  !  Keep  your  distance,"  she  cried  with  a  snap 
of  white  teeth.  "  I  can  use  this  !  " 

"  Ha !  "  He  stopped  with  a  sudden  jerk,  his 
slender,  supple  figure  coming  up  stiff,  taut,  and  the 
blaze  of  fury  in  his  dark  eyes  made  her  feel  strangely 
cold. 

Above  them  on  the  terrace  the  brilliant  moonlight 
silvered  the  dusk  of  the  Indian  night.  The  air  came 
up  from  the  gardens  heavy  with  the  scent  of  strange 
flowers  and  plants.  The  tom-toms  beat  on  monoton- 
ously. 

Then  he  laughed,  ringing,  mocking,  amused  laughter, 
and  Valerie  felt  her  cheeks  grow  hot  with  the  anger 
he  stirred  in  her,  for  she  was  conscious  of  his  utter 
contempt  for  the  weapon  she  levelled  at  him. 

"  So,  you  came  prepared  !  Oh,  wonderful,  indeed, 
was  thy  trust.  So  utterly  didst  thou  trust  me  that 
thou  didst  come  to  meet  me,  alone,  unprotected,  in 
the  first  witching  hours  of  night !  " 

"  Did  you  think,"  she  cried  with  a  curl  of  her  red 
lips,  a  flash  of  her  blue  eyes,  "  that  I  was  quite  such 
a  fool  ?  That  I'd  come  to  meet  an  Indian,  at  this 
time,  alone !  Really,  I'm  not  quite  so  ridiculous. 
You  may  be  sure  I  came  prepared." 

His  long,  slender,  jewelled  fingers  closed  about  the 
rich  hilt  of  the  small  scimitar  which  showed  in  the 
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opening  of  his  coat  at  his  waist  till  the  knuckles 
showed  white.  His  beautiful  mouth  was  striking  for 
its  hard,  merciless  set. 

"  So — you  have  been  playing  with  me  !  "  His 
voice  was  low,  constrained,  exceedingly  level.  "  I 
thought  you  true,  sincere,  but  you  were  false.  You 
have  been  deliberately  deceiving  and  tricking  me " 

"  Of  course."  She  laughed  mockingly  again,  the 
colour  still  warm  in  her  cheeks,  though  her  hold 
tightened  on  the  levelled  revolver.  "  How  easily 
deceived  you  were  !  For  what  else  did  you  think  I 
came  ?  " 

"  My  Valerie,  I  did  not  think  you  quite  so  foolish  !  " 

Before  the  look  in  his  narrowed,  glinting  eyes  she 
instinctively  moved  back  another  step,  yet  her  head 
was  up,  her  glance  hard,  cold. 

"  Did  you  think,"  she  cried  contemptuously,  "  I 
came  because  I  loved  you  ?  " 

He  stood  stiff  and  straight,  breathing  quickly,  a 
handsome,  regal  figure  in  the  dusk  of  the  Eastern 
night. 

"  You  thought  that — that  I  came  because  I  loved 
you — an  Indian  !  " 

"  An  Indian  ?  "  He  seemed  to  start  and  his  dark 
eyes  fixed  upon  her  face  in  a  wide,  keen  look  ;  then 
he  drew  a  quick  breath.  "  Ha  !  " 

"  Did  you  think  I  should  care  for  you  ?  "  she 
laughed  mockingly.  "  You  surely  forgot  that  you 
are  of  a  different  race  to  me.  You  are  an  Indian 
and  I  am  an  Englishwoman.  You  may  be  a  Prince, 
but  you  are  a — of  a  different  race,  and  I  am  white. 
You've  surely  heard  that  East  and  West  never  meet 
— or  mate." 

"  And  if  I  had  not  been  an  Indian,  Valerie  ?  "  he 
asked  slowly.  "  What  then  ?  " 

Valerie  looked  at  him  with  wider  eyes  and  did  not 
answer  at  once.  If  he  had  not  been  an  Indian  would 
she  have  acted  differently  ?  If  he  had  been  white, 
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would  she  have  deceived  him,  tried  to  get  information 
from  him,  or — would  she  have  surrendered  to  his 
ardent,  irresistible  love-making,  the  charm  of  his 
strange,  attractive  personality  ?  She  was  not  sure. 
It  was  a  question  she  could  not  answer  very  well. 

She  slightly  shrugged  her  shoulders. 

"  I  might  not  have  acted  any  differently  since  I 
was  working  for  a  very  good  cause " 

The  Rajah  drew  his  breath  in  sharply ;  then  burst 
out : 

"  No ;  it  would  not  have  mattered !  Had  you 
known  me  for  one  of  your  own  race,  you  would  have 
played  with  me  just  the  same  since  I  could  give  you 
certain  information  that  you  wanted.  To  get  that 
information  you  cared  not  to  what  lengths  you 
went !  " 

Valerie  felt  the  hot  colour  in  her  cheeks  again,  to 
her  own  surprise  and  anger. 

"  No ;  since  I  was  justified.  You  may  be  sure 
you  wouldn't  have  been  honoured  with  my  acquaint- 
ance to  the  extent  you  were  if  you  hadn't  possessed 
that  information  we  wanted  and  were  not  likely  to 
give  it  to  us  willingly.  You  flatter  yourself  in  think- 
ing I  came — because  I  loved  you,"  and  she  laughed 
scornfully,  her  blue  eyes  flashing  upon  him  with  faint 
mockery. 

The  Rajah's  slender,  supple  body  almost  trembled 
with  fury.  For  a  moment  he  had  difficulty  in  contain- 
ing himself.  But  he  succeeded  at  last,  though  the  effort 
left  him  pale  beneath  his  tan.  Suddenly  he  became 
calm — calm  with  a  deadly,  menacing  calmness. 

"  So  beautiful — and  so  false  !  "  he  murmured,  his 
dark,  narrowed  glance  flashing  over  her. 

Valerie  felt  the  blood  warm  in  her  cheeks  and  was 
furious  that  she  could  be  at  all  stirred  by  him. 

"  So  you  have  been  playing  with  me,"  he  repeated. 
'  You  thought  to  deceive  and  make  a  fool  of  me  and 
then  laugh  at  my  discomfiture !  " 
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Slowly  he  smiled  and  the  glance  of  his  narrowed 
eyes  travelled  over  all  the  cold,  contemptuous,  scorn- 
ful beauty  of  her — a  beauty  he  had  never  thought 
false. 

Valerie  sought  to  meet  his  look  with  a  cold,  mocking 
glance,  but  that  look  in  his  eyes  and  his  half-smiling 
lips  made  her  feel  strangely  cold.  Her  hand  tightened 
on  the  revolver. 

"  You  are,  indeed,  very  foolish,  very  ignorant,  my 
Valerie !  " 

"  Indeed  ?  "    She  forced  a  scornful,  mocking  smile. 

"  As  you  will  learn,"  returned  the  Rajah.  "  The 
East  is  not  the  West." 

"  I  did  not  forget  that." 

"  Indeed,  I  might  have  known  the  change  in  you 
was  too  sudden,  too  sweet.  But  I  know  you  now, 
my  English  beauty.  You  would  not  give  anything. 
You  are  one  to  take  all  and  give  nothing  !  " 

Valerie  smiled.  She  was  conscious  of  her  beauty 
and  knew  the  power  her  beauty  gave  her.  It  gratified 
her  exceedingly  to  think  she  had  defied  this  young 
Rajah.  There  was  no  doubt  he  had  been  used  to 
having  everything  he  desired,  since  he  had  wealth 
and  the  power  to  command.  He  had  thought  to 
obtain  her  as  easily  as  everything  else  he  desired. 
It  was  pleasant  to  show  him  he  was  mistaken,  that, 
in  this  case,  he  would  not  get  what  he  wanted,  and 
that  she  cared  nothing  for  his  wealth  and  his  power. 

The  Rajah  laughed  softly,  evenly. 

"  I,  also,  am  one  to  take,  and  give  nothing  !  " 

Her  lips  curled  scornfully  again  and,  since  she 
did  not  answer,  the  scented,  languorous  silence  in  the 
temple  garden  seemed  more  intense. 

"  I  thought  you  sincere,"  he  continued  in  a  different 
tone.  "  But  now  I  know  that  such  as  you  could 
never  love." 

"  Not  as  you  love,"  she  returned,  scornfully,  dis- 
dainfully. 


72  RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH 

"  You  will  never  know  what  love  is,"  he  said.  "  So 
I  should  pity  you." 

Valerie  moved  her  dark,  perfectly  dressed  head 
half  angrily.  Her  cheeks  and  throat  were  warm, 
but  the  air  seemed  to  come  cold  against  her.  Huge 
moths  flew  about  the  terrace,  looking  like  birds  in 
the  dusk  ;  the  scent  of  jasmine  came  up  from  the 
garden. 

The  Rajah  stiffened  his  splendid  form  again  ;  the 
pearls  gleamed  palely  on  his  gold  coat  and  the  ruby 
blazed  like  dark-red  fire  on  his  scarlet  turban. 

"  So — all  that  I  had  to  offer  you  was  nothing  to 
you." 

"  How  could  it  be  ?  "  she  returned.  "  I  could  not 
marry  an  Indian." 

"  All  that  a  Prince  of  India  could  give  you  was 
nothing  to  you.  It  was  nothing  to  you  that  he  should 
offer  to  make  you  a  Princess.  And  yet  there  are 
others,  not  all  of  my  own  country,  who  would  have 
been  only  too  willing  to  accept  all  that  I  offered. 
There  are  others  who  would  only  too  gladly  have 
become  the  wife  of  Ramazan  of  Kashmine !  " 

An  angry  light  showed  in  Valerie's  blue  eyes ;  the 
soft  colour  was  deep  on  her  face.  He  spoke  levelly 
and  not  in  the  tone  of  one  who  boasted.  She  guessed 
he  spoke  but  the  truth.  He  stood  so  fine  a  figure 
before  her,  his  arms  crossed  on  his  breast,  and  her 
anger  deepened  because  he  had  attired  himself  so 
splendidly  that  night. 

"  Oh,  I  don't  doubt  that  in  the  least."  Her  head 
jerked  back,  her  lips  half  curled.  "  There  are  a  good 
many  who  would  be  only  too  eager  to  jump  at  your 
offer.  There  are  many  who  would  not  hesitate  to 
become  the  wife  of  an  Indian  Prince.  And  not  a 
few  of  my  country,  I  admit.  In  consideration  of 
what  you  could  give  them,  they  would  forget  that 
you  were  an  Indian.  But  I,"  her  head  went  up  again, 
"  am  not  one  of  them." 
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His  dark  eyes  flashed,  but  his  attractive  face  was 
inscrutable  as  his  look  swept  over  her. 

"  Yet  you,"  said  he  softly,  "  are  the  one  I  desire." 

"  That  is  unfortunate  !  "  said  Valerie  coldly. 

"  And  you,"  the  young  Rajah  continued,  "  are  the 
one  who  is  not  honoured  by  my  condescension  to  ask 
you  to  be  my  wife." 

"  Your  condescension  !  "  Valerie,  petted  and  spoilt 
beauty  of  Bombay  society,  was  aroused  then. 

"  Yes  ;  mine,"  he  returned  coldly.  "  You  may  be 
white,  English,  and  consequently  think  yourself 
superior  to  all  who  are  of  a  different  race,  but  in 
your  country  you  are  but  one  of  the  people,  whereas 
I,  in  mine,  am  a  Prince." 

He  stood  stiff  and  straight  before  her,  his  arms 
folded  on  his  breast,  and  as  he  slightly  moved  his 
jewels,  gold  coat  and  scarlet  turban  caught  the  moon- 
light. Yes,  he  looked  every  inch  a  Prince.  This 
she  was  forced  to  admit,  though  it  in  no  way  cooled 
her  anger. 

"  But  we  are  of  different  race — which  makes  all 
the  difference  !  "  she  flung  at  him. 

"  You  thought  me  the  same  as  all  other  men,  did 
you  not,  my  Valerie  ?  "  His  dark  face  was  now 
hard  and  cold  and  the  big  ruby  which  blazed  on  his 
turban  seemed  to  emphasise  its  merciless  look.  "  You 
thought  to  entrap  me  with  your  beauty  as,  doubtless, 
you  have  entrapped  many  men  before  me." 

"  I  honoured  you  with  my  acquaintance  to  a  much 
greater  extent  than  I  would  have  anyone  else,"  she 
returned. 

"  Yes,  for  your  own  advantage !  You  deceived 
and  played  with  me.  That  I  was  the  Rajah  of  Kash- 
mine  did  not  appear  to  trouble  you." 

"  No  ;  that  you  were  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  was 
of  little  consequence  to  me." 

"  Do  you  know  so  little  of  me,  then  ?  "  he  mur- 
mured evenly. 
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She  shrugged  coolly. 

"  To  me  you  were  much  the  same  as  others  of  your 
position  whom  I've  met." 

"  Then,  my  Valerie,  you  have  much  to  learn." 

"  Really  ?  " 

"  And  foremost  that  you  have  played  once  too 
often  and  with  the  wrong  man  !  " 

She  laughed  disdainfully,  still  very  sure  of  her- 
self, yet  she  watched  him  and  her  revolver  remained 
steady. 

"  You  beautiful  fool,  did  you  think  to  bring  your 
civilised  ways  here  ?  "  Fury  for  a  moment  broke 
through  the  iron  control  he  had  set  upon  himself. 
"  Do  you  think  to  mock  and  play  with  the  East  as 
you  would  the  West  ?  Well,  you  will  learn  !  The 
East  will  teach  you  different.  And  the  sooner  the 
better  for  you.  You  have  reminded  me  that  we  are 
of  different  races  ;  well,  you  shall  learn  the  truth  of 
that  since  you  have  played  with  me  like  the  others. 
Then  Allah  have  mercy  on  you,  for  I  will  not !  " 

She  jerked  her  head  and  her  blue  eyes  glittered 
dangerously.  Coolly  she  defied  him.  The  white 
moonlight  made  her  look  exceedingly  pale,  but  very 
beautiful. 

"  I  do  not  ask  it." 

"  No,  not  yet.  I  know  you  for  what  you  are  now. 
You  are  false  ;  you  deceive  and  scheme  ;  you  are  no 
longer  worthy  of  respect  and  homage.  You  have 
said  you  might  come  to  Kashmine  and  now  you  shall 
come." 

"  I  never  intended  coming  to  your  place  and  now 
I  shall  not  visit  it." 

"  You  will  not  come  at  once,"  he  continued,  as 
though  she  had  not  spoken.  "  No,  you  shall  go  and 
learn  of  India.  Its  spell  will  grip  you.  You  will 
understand  a  little  more  of  the  East  than  you  do 
now.  Then  you  will  come  to  Kashmine." 

"  I  shall  never  visit  Kashmine." 
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"  You  will  come — when  I  want  you,"  returned 
the  young  Rajah  coldly. 

Blue  eyes,  cold,  glittering,  met  and  defied  eyes 
dark,  hard,  intense. 

There  was  a  slight  pause. 

"  You  have  shown  what  you  are,"  he  said.  "  Cold, 
hard,  selfish.  You  have  shown  your  feelings  for 
Indians,  for  all  who  do  not  possess  your  coldly 
civilised  ways ;  now  will  I  show  my  contempt  for 
such  as  you  !  "  His  head  jerked  up,  his  dark  eyes 
flashed  upon  her,  cold,  merciless,  disdainful. 

Valerie  caught  her  shawl  about  her  and  stepped 
back. 

"  We — have  talked  long  enough,  I  think,"  she 
returned  icily.  "  We  are  not  likely  to  agree  upon 
any  matter.  Farewell,  your  Royal  Highness !  " 

With  a  cold,  mocking  laugh  she  backed  along  the 
terrace. 

"  Till  next  we  meet,"  returned  the  Rajah. 

Running  lightly  down  the  steps  to  rejoin  her  wait- 
ing brother,  Valerie  clenched  her  hands  in  the  fringe 
of  her  rich  shawl  with  cold  rage.  A  strange,  acute 
feeling,  almost  like  pain,  gripped  her  heart.  Never 
before  had  her  desires  been  thwarted ;  never  before 
had  she  met  defeat  in  anything  she  set  out  to  accom- 
plish, and  the  thought  of  her  defeat  now,  at  the  hands 
of  an  Indian,  and  that  Indian  Ramazan  of  Kashmine, 
was  positively  enraging. 


CHAPTER  VIII 

IN  the  East  one  rose  early,  since  work  had  to  be 
done  before  the  heat  of  midday  enveloped  the 
colourful  lands  and  stopped  vigorous  labour  for 
an  hour  or  so.  The  warm  rays  of  the  early  rising  sun, 
falling  upon  tropical  India,  had  lit  Poona  for  but  a 
short  while  ere  the  noise  of  native  life  and  bustle  of 
movement  reached  the  height  of  its  varying  clamour. 
In  the  streets  East  and  West  moved  and  mingled 
together.  Europeans  passed  through  Indians  of  all 
positions  and  many  castes,  from  chiefs,  students, 
educated  natives  to  the  half-clad  peasant  and  the 
filthy  beggar,  while  bronze  and  yellow  faces  made 
the  mixing  of  races  more  complete.  Women,  like 
blue  or  cherry-coloured  bundles,  moved  among  the 
men,  but  their  number  was  not  great.  Cars  and  carts 
and  animals  from  a  chicken  to  an  elephant  travelled 
the  roads. 

Colour  was  everywhere.  The  white  dress  of  the 
Europeans  was  a  splendid  foil  for  the  crimsons  and 
yellows  and  blues  and  greens  of  the  natives.  To  see 
colours  one  must  visit  the  lands  of  the  East.  There 
hues  are  as  many  and  brilliant  as  to  dim  the  blazing 
sun  under  which  they  glow.  Even  the  crows  in  the 
streets  were  blue ! 

One  horseman,  who  was  a  contrast  to  his  animal 
so  that  now  and  again  a  suspicious  glance  was  cast 
upon  him,  rode  leisurely  down  one  of  the  principal 
streets  between  the  carts  and  animals  and  people. 
He  was  in  native  dress,  so  exceedingly  swathed  in  a 
loose  white  robe  that  little  of  him  could  be  seen  except 
a  dark,  half-hidden  face  and  dark  riding  boots  in  the 
silver  stirrups.  The  robe  was  quite  plain  and  no 
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jewel  or  ornament  of  any  kind  showed  upon  him. 
But  the  horse,  almost  a  pure  white,  was  a  splendid 
animal,  fiery  and  fresh  and  its  saddle  and  trappings 
rich  and  elegant. 

Traversing  the  street  he  turned  into  another  which 
took  him  past  the  Empress  Hotel.  He  did  not  com- 
pletely pass  the  hotel,  however,  but,  jerking  his 
horse  to  the  mouth  of  a  side  street  almost  facing  the 
building,  drew  rein  and  got  down  from  the  saddle. 
Holding  the  restive  horse  with  an  almost  brutal  grip 
of  the  reins,  he  flashed  a  keen  glance  to  the  entrance 
of  the  hotel  and  over  all  who  stood  or  moved  about 
the  road  and  path  before  it. 

The  Empress  was  a  popular  hotel,  much  patronised 
by  Europeans,  and  a  busy  noise  and  bustle  was  always 
about  it  during  the  day. 

Apparently  what  he  looked  for  the  swathed  horse- 
man did  not  see.  Drawing  to  one  side  of  the  side 
street  he  leant  against  the  side  of  his  horse  and  con- 
tinued to  watch  the  hotel  with  dark,  half-closed  eyes. 

It  was  near  half  an  hour  later  when  he  suddenly 
moved  and  uttered  a  faint  exclamation.  The  sudden 
jerk  on  the  reins  caused  the  spirited  horse  to  rear 
and  curvet,  but  half  savagely  he  dragged  it  down 
and,  half  screened  by  its  white,  glossy  body,  stood 
watching  a  party  of  Europeans  preparing  to  depart 
from  the  hotel. 

Amid  bustle  and  noise  a  small  bullock  wagon  had 
been  loaded  under  the  supervision  of  two  men  in 
white  riding  suits  and  slender  saddled  horses  had 
been  brought  up  before  the  entrance.  There  was 
some  delay  and  then  three  other  Europeans,  one  a 
woman,  came  from  the  hotel  and  all  five  mounted 
amid  the  talk  and  exclamations  of  a  party  of  friends. 

A  little  further  delay,  a  few  more  preparations, 
and  further  talk  and  laughter,  and  then  the  party 
started  off  from  the  hotel  with  some  noise  and  clatter, 
followed  by  the  bullock  cart  and  a  dozen  natives, 
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and  watched,  from  the  balcony  of  the  hotel,  by  half 
a  dozen  men  of  the  British  garrison  in  uniform. 

The  watcher  by  the  white  horse  regarded  the  English 
party  till  they  were  lost  amid  the  people  and  traffic, 
then,  springing  to  the  saddle,  he  jerked  the  fiery 
horse  round  and  galloped  off  down  the  side  street. 


CHAPTER  IX 

INDIA — land  of  contrasts.  India,  with  its  gorgeous 
splendour  and  its  squalor  and  barrenness ;  its 
picturesque,  luscious  beauty  and  its  grotesque, 
its  veiled  ugliness ;  its  intense,  steamy  heat  and  its 
damp,  biting  cold  ;  its  forests  of  rich,  tropical  colours 
and  rainbow  hues  and  its  bare,  dried-up  plains  and 
brown,  sun-burnt  country. 

Inimitable,  incongruous  India. 

Valerie  Ransome  rode  from  the  bright  sunshine  of 
a  clear  plain  into  the  shade  and  tropical  beauty  of  a 
forest  road.  Drawing  up  her  horse  with  a  firm  touch 
on  the  reins,  she  looked  about  her,  at  the  rich,  wild, 
beautiful  India  she  was  beginning  to  know  so  well. 

She  and  her  party  had  been  a  week  upon  their 
journey  and  during  that  time  had  travelled  far  and 
seen  much.  She  knew  more  of  India  now,  and  its 
strangeness,  its  beauty,  its  bewildering  contrasts  held 
her  attention.  She  saw  its  beauty  and  rarely  its 
ugliness. 

They  had  passed  through  two  or  three  villages  and 
visited  the  palace  of  Pasha  Saha.  In  the  villages 
they  had  been  received  civilly  enough,  though  in  the 
last  the  Indian  babu,  or  owner,  after  the  usual 
ceremony  of  saying  all  that  was  his  was  the  Sahibs, 
had  suggested  their  stay  might  be  short  since  there 
were  certain  lawless  spirits,  over  whom  we  had  no 
control,  who  knew  not  the  goodness  and  generosity 
of  the  white  Sahibs !  The  hospitality  of  the  Pasha 
had  been  perfect.  The  magnificence  of  his  palace 
still  lingered  in  her  memory. 

It  was  truly  a  land  of  interest  with  its  surprises 
and  contrasts.  The  journey  was  not  hateful  or 
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fatiguing  to  Valerie.  The  villages  with  their  mud 
walls  and  prickly  pear  were  drab  and  squalid  in  the 
midst  of  wide  rice,  tea,  tobacco  or  cotton  fields,  while 
amid  luscious,  tropical  forest,  palace  or  temple  stood 
like  a  wonderful  fairy  building.  The  soft,  clear 
sound  of  temple  bells  coming  through  the  brooding 
silence  of  the  thick  undergrowth  was  awing,  magical. 

Valerie  sat  her  horse  and  looked  round  at  the 
profuse,  tropical  vegetation  which  at  places  threatened 
to  almost  cover  the  jungle  road.  On  either  side  huge 
trees  grew  up  and  formed  a  canopy  over  the  road 
through  which  the  hot  sun  could  send  no  points  of 
light.  Palms  and  huge  bamboos  there  were,  plantain 
yellow-green,  long  and  satiny  and  yards  in  length 
and  ferns  looking  like  giant  asparagus  which  grew  to 
quite  forty  feet.  The  rhododendrons  there  were  trees 
like  laburnums  covered  with  small,  brilliant  red  blos- 
soms. Creepers  were  everywhere,  hanging  from  the 
branches  and  netted  about  the  bushes  and  trees  a 
clinging  mass  which  made  passage  into  the  jungle 
difficult.  Fruits  hung  from  many  trees  and  blossom 
of  many  colours  swayed  amid  the  thick  foliage. 

There  were  few  of  the  tropical  trees  and  shrubs 
and  plants  that  she  knew,  but  she  recognised  mimosa, 
casuarina,  banyan,  orchids,  tamarinds  and  mangoes. 
One  tree,  like  an  ash  without  leaves  but  with  wonderful 
bright  scarlet  flowers  slightly  tinted  with  orange, 
especially  attracted  her  attention. 

As  she  sat  there,  still  in  the  saddle,  a  long,  thin, 
shiny  shape  appeared,  wriggled  across  the  road  with 
twists  and  jerks,  and  was  gone  into  the  undergrowth 
the  other  side.  Her  horse  curveted  and  backed 
restively  and  Valerie  felt  a  faint  thrill.  That  seemed 
so  symbolical  of  India.  The  ugliness  and  peril  which 
lurked  beneath  its  beauty  and  splendour. 

The  jungle  was  strangely  quiet  then  and  the  forest 
silence  which  seemed  to  pulsate  with  a  thousand 
small,  mysterious  sounds  enveloped  her.  The  smell 
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of  fruits  and  flowers  and  plants  mingled  in  one  strange 
all-powerful  scent  about  her.  Strange  insects  and 
gorgeous  butterflies  flew  about  in  the  golden  half- 
light.  She  felt  the  spell  of  India  then  ;  she  felt  the 
spell  of  it,  yet  her  lips  parted  in  a  smile. 

Civilisation  seemed  very  far  away.  Here  it  was 
all  luscious,  triumphant  nature.  Nothing  seemed  to 
matter  very  much  in  that  land  of  the  sun  and  time 
almost  stood  still.  For  a  moment  even  the  affair 
which  had  brought  her  and  her  companions  on  that 
journey  through  the  country  to  Haidarabad  seemed 
very  far  away,  of  second-rate  importance  to  what  it 
had  once  been.  Yes,  civilisation  seemed  far  away, 
unable  to  grip  this  land  of  copious,  unchecked  life  and 
elemental  passion — and  she  wondered. 

The  clatter  of  horses'  hoofs  on  the  road  behind  her 
awoke  the  jungle  to  screaming,  murmuring  life  and 
Valerie  roused  herself  and  turned  to  wave  her  whip 
in  light  greeting  as  Lewis  and  Captain  Tom  Hampton, 
a  tall,  thin  man,  overtook  her. 

"  Still  admiring  the  land,  Val  ?  I'm  glad  you  still 
think  it's  beautiful.  As  for  me,  I  know  it's  pretty 
treacherous  in  many  ways  for  us  whites." 

"  I  sincerely  hope  you'll  never  have  reason  to  see 
anything  else  but  its  beauty,  Miss  Ransome.  Indeed, 
this  was  no  trip  for  you." 

"  Do  you  dislike  my  company  so  much,  then  ?  " 
Valerie's  blue  eyes  were  turned  with  laughter  and 
mockery  upon  the  lean,  bronzed  Captain  beside  her. 

"  I  don't  think  I  need  answer  that,"  Tom  Hampton 
returned  quietly.  "  But  in  everything  I  see  danger 
for  you  and  I  shan't  be  at  rest  till  you're  safely  in 
Haidarabad." 

His  blue  eyes  lingered  upon  her  as  she  sat  beside 
him.  And,  indeed,  Valerie  was  a  beautiful,  striking 
figure  on  her  sleek  brown  mare.  More  cool,  more 
assured,  more  commanding  than  ever  she  looked 
in  riding  suit  ;  a  slim,  upright  figure  in  white  breeches, 
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blouse,  and  coat,  with  a  sun  hat  shading  her  face  and 
covering  her  dark  brown  hair.  Dark  riding  boots 
reached  almost  to  her  knees  and  a  cartridge  belt 
encircled  her  supple  waist,  holding  a  revolver  at  her 
side. 

"  Oh,  it's  all  beautiful  so  far  to  me.  Look  at  that 
scarlet-flowered  tree."  She  indicated  the  tree  which 
had  attracted  her  attention.  "  What  is  it  ?  " 

"  Um  !  '  Flame  of  the  Forest '  I  think  they  call 
it— eh,  Tom  ?  " 

"  Yes,"  murmured  the  Captain,  his  eyes  still  on 
the  woman  beside  him. 

"  Well,  we've  travelled  some  way  now  and  haven't 
learnt  much."  She  lazily  flicked  a  red  and  green 
fly  from  her  horse's  ears.  "  What's  that  next  place 
we  reach  ?  " 

"  Tamanis,"  Lewis  answered.  "  It's  near  Rewal, 
a  small  place  that  the  Rajah  Japur  owns.  He's  a 
pretty  decent  old  fellow,  but — well,  we  have  to 
suspect  them  all." 

She  turned  in  the  saddle  as,  with  a  slight  rumble 
and  noise,  their  natives,  the  bullock  cart  and  the 
other  two  of  their  party,  Sergeant  Blake,  a  solid, 
heavy-featured  man,  and  Mr.  Munro,  a  British  official, 
slowly  overtook  them.  The  Europeans  were  armed 
with  revolvers  and  half  of  the  Indians,  sowars  without 
their  uniforms,  carried  rifles. 

There  was  no  stopping  of  the  wagon,  for  as  it  came 
up  the  whole  party  continued  on  down  the  jungle 
road. 

They  had  not  travelled  far,  however,  before  the 
sight  of  an  Indian  sitting  on  a  large  stone  by  the 
roadside  stopped  them  again.  In  the  road  a  much- 
loaded  mule  stood  patiently,  while  the  native,  ere 
startled  by  the  new-comers,  had  sat  very  pensive 
upon  the  stone.  On  seeing  the  Europeans  he  started 
up  and  came  quickly  towards  them,  his  white  robe 
flapping  about  his  brown  legs. 
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"  Who  are  you,  my  man  ?  "  Lewis  addressed  him 
in  Hindustani. 

"  O  Excellencies,  thy  most  unworthy  servant  who 
yet  would  crave  a  boon  of  thee."  To  the  surprise  of 
nearly  all  he  spoke  in  English,  while  his  salaams  were 
profound. 

Lewis  knew  him  for  a  good-caste  native.  He  was 
dressed  cleanly  with  a  plain  white  turban  and  white 
robe  with  a  red  sash  round  the  waist. 

"  Who  are  you  ?  "  the  Captain  spoke.  "  What  do 
you  want  of  us  ?  " 

"  O  Excellencies,  Allah  didst  surely  hear  my  prayer 
and  smile  upon  my  unworthy  head " 

"  Come,  man  !  "  Lewis  broke  in  roughly,  cutting 
short  a  lengthy  speech.  "  What  do  you  want  of  us  ?  " 

"  O  Presence,  if  thou  wouldst  but  listen  to  the  tale 
of  my  plight " 

"  Speak  on — and  be  brief." 

"  'Tis  this,  O  Presence.  I  am  a  headman  of  Rapon, 
a  village  which  doth  lie  through  the  forest  a  league 
from  here.  The  past  day's  morning  I  and  my  family 
visited  Gath,  another  village,  on  business.  I  had 
much  business  and  had  to  visit  yet  another  village 
with  two  of  my  family.  Alas,  we  had  scarcely  reached 
this  village  ere  my  people  both  fell  from  a  touch  of 
fever.  Your  Excellencies  see  my  plight  ?  I  would 
return  to  my  family  who  wait  for  me  in  the  Valley 
of  the  White  Altar,  beyond  this  forest.  Yet  I  dare 
not  alone  pass  through  the  jungle." 

The  Europeans  considered  him  and  spoke  among 
themselves. 

"  O  Excellencies,  Allah  didst  surely  hear  of  my 
plight."  The  Indian  waved  hands  to  heaven  and 
bowed  again.  "  I  didst  fear  who  it  might  be  of  whom 
I  should  have  to  ask  protection  through  the  forest, 
but  the  justice  and  goodness  of  the  white  Sahibs  is 
known." 

"  So  you  want  to  come  through  the  forest  with  us  ? 
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Well,  the  request  is  reasonable  enough,"  said  Lewis 
with  a  laugh. 

"  Oh,  let  him  come  with  us,"  added  Valerie,  whose 
interest  in  the  Indian  had  abated.  "  He  can  accom- 
pany the  wagon.  If  he's  of  good  caste,  our  men  won't 
quarrel.  We  shan't  get  far  if  we  stop  here  much 
longer." 

"  Very  well,  you  can  come  along  with  our  men 
and  the  cart,"  said  the  Captain.  "  We'll  see  you 
safely  through  the  forest — eh,  Blake  ?  " 

So  the  native  and  his  mule  joined  the  wagon  party, 
while  the  Europeans  spurred  their  horses  to  a  trot 
down  the  forest  road. 


CHAPTER  X 

ON  a  rough,  winding,  overgrown  road  which 
had  on  one  side  pale-green,  murmuring  forest 
and  the  other  wide-stretching  rice  and  cotton 
fields,  somewhere  in  India,  beneath  the  strong,  merci- 
less heat  of  the  Eastern  sun,  a  large  party  of  horsemen 
were  drawn  up.  They  were  natives,  yet  a  conspicu- 
ous company  by  reason  of  their  fine  spirited  horses, 
their  sense  of  order,  and  their  dress  which,  for  the 
most  part,  consisted  of  white  turbans  and  robes  with 
red  fastenings  or  sashes.  Holding  their  spirited 
animals  in  firm  check,  they  awaited  the  pleasure  of 
their  chief  with  calmness  and  patience. 

On  one  side,  a  little  withdrawn  from  these  horse- 
men, a  loaded  bullock-cart  stood,  attended  by  half  a 
dozen  ordinary  natives  in  various  styles  of  native 
dress  who  were  a  noticeable  contrast  to  the  others. 

In  front  and  some  little  distance  away  from  the 
horsemen,  on  a  splendid  white  animal,  sat  their  chief, 
a  perfect  figure  of  an  Indian  Prince,  talking  with  two, 
and  the  only  it  seemed,  Europeans  of  the  party. 
Sitting  perfectly  upright,  yet  easy  in  the  saddle,  he 
was  certainly  a  picturesque  figure.  He  wore  a  turban 
of  white  embroidered  with  gold  thread  with  a  big 
ruby  in  front  and  a  thin,  tight  white  coat  embroidered 
in  front  with  gold  below  which  showed  his  dark  riding 
boots  and  big  silver  spurs.  Round  his  waist  was  a 
wide  cartridge  belt  holding  a  heavy  revolver  at  his 
side,  while  from  his  shoulders  hung  a  rich  scarlet 
cloak  which  now  and  again  whirled  across  the  back 
of  his  horse  as  the  slight  wind  caught  it.  Yet  it  was 
his  youthful,  arrogant,  good-looking  face,  very  dark 
by  contrast  with  his  white  turban  and  coat,  as  much 
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as  his  elegant  attire  which  gave  him  the  look  of  a 
Prince  or  one  used  to  command. 

The  two  Europeans  were  a  man  and  a  woman,  both 
mounted  and  in  white.  He,  tall  and  fair,  nearing 
middle  age,  was  possessed  of  a  good-humoured  coun- 
tenance, though,  at  the  moment,  his  brows  were  knit- 
ting and  his  eyes  holding  a  grave,  half-sad  look ; 
she,  small  and  dark,  was  a  foil  to  her  fair  husband. 

For  a  while  the  three  remained  talking  and  then 
the  young  Prince  clasped  hands  with  them  in  obvious 
farewell,  though  when  Diana  Stanton  rode  off  toward 
the  bullock-cart  her  husband  did  not  move  from  the 
side  of  Reuel  de  Ramazan. 

"  Reuel,  for  Heaven's  sake  don't  do  it !  "  Gerald 
Stanton  spoke  swiftly,  earnestly. 

The  young  Rajah  jerked  his  head  suddenly,  im- 
patiently, his  face  hardening  to  a  dark,  beautiful,  mer- 
ciless mask. 

"  Don't  do  this  thing,  Reuel !  " 

"  Nay,  my  friend,  my  plans  are  made." 

"  But  think,  Reuel,  what  you  would  do.  From 
knowledge  of  the  world,  of  life,  I  ask  you " 

"  My  friend,  life  to  you  has  been  kind.  You  have 
a  sweet  little  angel  for  a  wife,  whereas  I — I  have  found 
a  devil,  a  beautiful,  cold  devil — but  a  devil  I  will 
tame  !  " 

"  Reuel,  I  have  been  your  friend  a  long  while  now. 
I  am  older  than  you,  I  have  seen  more  of  the  world 
than  you  have,  and  I  know,  only  too  well,  what  it 
would  mean — this  thing  you  contemplate.  And  I 
would  not  have  you  completely  lose  your  self-respect, 
Reuel."  Stanton  bent  forward,  resting  his  hand  on 
the  other's  gold-embroidered  sleeve.  "  Reuel,  don't 
do  it !  Let  them  go  in  peace." 

"  Rest  assured,  my  self-respect  will  not  suffer  in 
this  matter,"  snapped  the  other  evenly.  "  And  they 
must  be  stopped — for  other  reasons." 

"  So  you  speak  now,  but  after " 
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"  She  played  with  me,  caring  not  that  I  was  the 
Rajah  of  Kashmine."  The  dark  eyes  blazed  suddenly. 
"  She  tricked,  deceived  me  ;  she  thought  to  play  with 
me  as  she  has  played  with  others,  and  now  she  shall 
pay — pay  as  she  never  thought  to  pay  before  1  I 
will  not  spare  her !  " 

"  No,  Reuel.    She  is  a  woman,  and  you " 

"  Am  a  man  !  " 

Ramazan's  even,  mocking,  half-fierce  laughter  inter- 
rupted. 

"  So  will  she  know  me  better  and  herself  for  the 
assured  little  fool  she  is.  She  shall  know  me — and 
the  East,  ere  I  have  done  with  her !  She  will  learn 
that  she  cannot  always  have  everything  she  wants ; 
that  it  is  not  always  wise  to  be  selfish.  I  will  humili- 
ate her  as  much  as  I  possibly  can.  That  is  what  she 
wants.  I  let  no  man — or  woman — fool  me." 

"  And  yet,  Reuel,"  Stanton's  quiet,  grave,  half-sad 
voice  came,  a  marked  contrast  to  the  young  Rajah's 
hard,  fierce  tones.  "  Yet  if  you  do  this  thing  there 
is  no  turning  back.  If  you  do  it,  you  will  be  lost." 

Ramazan  jerked  his  head  and  the  reins  with  a  sud- 
den, fierce,  half-angry  gesture,  and  the  white  horse 
curveted  and  kicked  up  a  shower  of  soft  grass  and 
stones. 

"  Reuel,"  Stanton's  hand  went  up  to  rest  on  the 
other's  shoulder,  "  the  world  would  never  be  the 
same  to  you  again,  whether  you  hate  her  or  no." 

That  firm,  yet  gentle,  compelling  touch  on  his 
shoulder  forced  Ramazan's  look  up  to  his  friend. 
Dark,  fierce,  brooding  eyes  stared  into  steady,  grave, 
earnest  blue. 

"  Oh,  you  don't  understand,  Gerald,  you  don't 
understand  !  "  The  coolness,  the  arrogance  fell  from 
the  Rajah  suddenly  ;  the  hard,  merciless  look  left  his 
face,  the  dark  eyes  widened,  the  delicately  cut  mouth 
drooped,  showing  almost  drawn  lines  at  the  corners. 
"  I  loved  her — Allah,  I  loved  her  so.  I  had  never 
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found  love  before,  as  you  know,  but  suddenly  an  all- 
overpowering  love  came  to  me.  Love  for  this  fair 
woman  of  civilisation.  She  was  so  beautiful,  so 
slender  and  full  of  taking  grace,  with  a  fire  and  cool- 
ness that  provoked  and  held  me.  But  she  was  false, 
Gerald,  false  !  " 

For  a  moment  the  valley  silence  held  the  horsemen 
save  for  the  snorts  of  the  horses  and  jingling  of 
bridles. 

"  How  could  you  understand  !  I  loved  her  so  ; 
I  opened  my  very  heart  to  her,  I  laid  my  life,  every- 
thing I  possessed,  at  her  feet,  and  she  spurned  it. 
No,  she  is  one  to  want  everything  for  nothing,  and 
I — I  wanted  more  than  she  would  ever  give.  She 
spurned  me  and  my  love.  She  played  with  me. 
Oh,  Gerald,  I  loved  her  so — and  she  deceived  me  !  " 

The  aloft,  arrogant  head  bent,  the  reins  dropped 
unheeded  on  the  white  horse's  tossing  mane  and  the 
Rajah  hid  his  face  in  his  dark,  slender  hands.  As 
the  embroidered  sleeve  slipped  back  the  silver  band 
about  his  wrist  flashed  in  the  sun. 

Gerald  Stanton's  good-humoured  face  set  till  its 
expression  was  quite  altered.  He  stared  at  the  other 
and  then,  raising  his  clenched  hand,  let  it  fall  heavily 
upon  the  pommel  of  his  saddle,  while  his  glance  shifted 
to  the  wide,  far-reaching  fields  of  rice  and  cotton. 
It  was  as  if  he  checked  with  difficulty  a  curse  upon 
the  unknown  woman — the  woman  who  had  held  in 
her  hands  the  future  of  this  man  he  loved  so  well ; 
who  could  have  made  or  marred  him — and  who  chose 
to  mar  him  ! 

It  was  but  for  a  moment  that  Ramazan  broke  down  ; 
the  next  his  head  came  up  with  a  jerk,  his  face  more 
hard  and  mercilessly  set  than  before,  and  catching 
up  the  reins  he  pulled  the  moving,  curveting  horse 
half  savagely  to  submission. 

"  Nay,  Gerald,  trouble  not  about  me."  His  laugh 
was  light,  cool  again.  "  I  might  have  become  civil- 
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ised ;  she  could  have  drawn  me  back  to  the  world 
I  had  left,  but  now — now  I  shall  become  thoroughly 
native  !  Leave  me  to  India  and  my  fate.  What  I 
do  I  do  !  " 

Stanton  smothered  a  faint  sigh. 

"  God  lead  you  in  the  right,  Reuel,  my  friend," 
was  all  he  said. 

"  The  peace  of  Allah  go  with  you  on  your  journey 
to  Bombay,"  returned  the  other. 

A  few  moments  later  they  parted,  and  while  the 
bullock-cart  with  the  two  Europeans  continued  on 
along  the  rough,  winding  road  the  mounted  natives, 
led  by  the  Rajah,  swerved  about  and  rode  into  the 
forest. 


CHAPTER  XI 

SERGEANT  BLAKE  stood,  booted  legs  wide 
apart,  aggressive  chin  thrust  out  and  heavy 
brows  knitting  over  dark  eyes,  regarding  the 
Indian  who  had  accompanied  them  with  his  mule 
and  who  now  stood  impassively  before  him. 

The  English  party,  travelling  across  India  for  the 
service  of  the  British  authorities,  were  camped,  or 
rather  preparing  to  break  camp  after  the  midday 
meal,  in  the  Valley  of  the  White  Altar.  A  still,  beauti- 
ful, awe-inspiring  place  was  that  Valley  of  the  Altar. 
On  one  side  stood  the  pagan  altar,  a  pile  of  huge, 
white  stones,  built  up  as  though  a  giant  had  put  them 
one  upon  the  other  and  crowned  them  with  a  small, 
ugly  image.  On  the  other  side,  and,  indeed,  half 
circling  the  valley,  was  the  pale-green  forest.  The 
ground  of  the  valley  was  silvery-green  and  mossy 
where  it  was  not  hard  and  stony.  The  party  were 
encamped  at  the  foot  of  the  altar  beneath  two  or 
three  small,  feathery  trees  which  gave  them  shade 
from  the  clear,  blazing  sun. 

"  Now  answer  me,  fellow."  The  sergeant  frowned 
upon  the  native  in  white  and  red.  "  Where's  your 
party  ?  We're  in  the  Valley  of  the  White  Altar,  but 
there's  no  one  here." 

"  Alas,  no." 

The  native  cast  a  quick  glance  round  the  pale-green 
half-circle  of  the  forest. 

"  Where  are  they,  then  ?  "  thundered  the  sergeant, 
riding  whip  gripped.  "  And  who  are  you  ?  " 

The  Indian's  face  was  calmly  impassive,  his  salaams 
many  and  profound  and  his  gestures  eloquent. 

"  Alas,  O  Presence,  thy  unworthy  servant  lies  still 
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beneath  the  wrath  of  the  Gods.  It  was  said  my  people 
should  await  me  here.  But  lo  ! — where  be  they  ?  " 

Sergeant  Blake  stared,  shifted  his  feet  on  the  ground 
and  rubbed  his  heavy  chin  with  the  handle  of  his 
riding  crop  in  some  indecision.  Lewis  walked  up. 

"  What  will  you  do,  then  ?  Wait  here  till  your 
people  come  ?  For  we're  travelling  on,  you  know." 

"  Yes,  we  must  go."  Valerie  stepped  out  into  the 
hot  sunlight,  her  white  hat  in  her  hand,  a  cool,  beautiful 
figure.  "  If  we  don't  start  at  once  we  shan't  reach 
Tamanis  before " 

She  stopped,  cut  short  by  quick  cries  from  the 
natives  who  stood  about  the  waiting  bullock-cart. 
The  Englishmen  turned  quickly  and  then  looked  to 
where  they  pointed. 

The  Indian  in  white  and  red  uttered  a  faint  exclama- 
tion, his  dark  eyes  gleamed  and  he  thrust  a  hand  in 
the  folds  of  his  robe. 

To  the  left  of  the  forest,  near  the  foot  of  the  valley, 
a  party  of  horsemen  had  appeared.  A  motley  gather- 
ing of  mounted  natives  they  showed  as  they  paused 
a  moment  on  the  edge  of  the  forest  and  then,  swerving 
their  horses,  they  spurred  them  down  towards  the 
altar  in  the  valley  where  stood  the  English  party. 
Suddenly,  however,  they  stopped,  drawing  sharply 
up  with  a  scattering  of  dust  and  snort  of  horses. 

Towards  the  head  of  the  valley,  from  out  of  the 
jungle  on  the  right,  another,  and  larger,  party  of  horse- 
men had  appeared.  These  riders  were  also  natives, 
yet  a  contrast  to  the  others  with  their  neat  and  similar 
dress  and  the  swift,  regular  order  of  their  charge  as 
they  swept  across  the  ground,  down  towards  the  valley 
at  a  furious  gallop. 

"  By !  "  swore  the  robed  leader  of  the  checked 

party.  "  Ramazan's  men  !  Just  when  we  had  them 
in  our  hands.  G ,  but  I'll  get  her  yet !  "  and  swing- 
ing his  horse  round  he  led  his  men  back  into  the  forest 
whence  they  had  come. 
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The  English  party  had  soon  become  aware  of  the 
other  company  of  horsemen,  galloping  down  upon 
them  from  the  jungle  on  the  right. 

"  Well,  I'm  hanged  !  "  cried  Lewis.  "  What's  the 
game  ?  " 

"  Who  d'you  think  they  are  ?  "  inquired  Valerie 
coolly. 

"Ha  !  Robbers,  do  you  think  ?  "  cried  Munro,  the 
official.  "  Or  a  gang  to  stop  us  ?  " 

Sergeant  Blake  stared  at  the  riders  and  cursed 
softly. 

"  Who  can  say  ?  They  may  be  a  peaceful  party, 
but " 

"  Better  be  prepared,"  cried  the  Captain,  the  reins 
of  his  horse  in  one  hand.  "If  they're  that  party  of 
raiders " 

"  Well,  if  they  are  they  will  find  us  prepared,"  said 
Valerie,  with  a  cold  laugh.  "  We'll  see " 

But  she  was  interrupted  by  the  sergeant,  who, 
swinging  round,  shouted  in  English  and  Hindustani 
at  the  waiting  natives. 

"  Back  to  the  trees,  behind  the  wagon,  Val !  "  cried 
Lewis,  feeling  for  his  revolver. 

What,  a  moment  before,  had  been  a  still,  peaceful 
valley  was  now  a  place  of  noise  and  confusion.  As 
Valerie,  who  had  not  yet  mounted,  stepped  back 
towards  the  trees  the  natives,  under  the  sergeant's 
shouts,  caught  up  their  rifles  and  hurried  to  form  a 
line  before  the  bullocks  and  the  wagon.  Lewis  and 
Blake,  who  had  mounted,  spurred  their  horses  also 
up  before  the  wagon,  while  Munro  joined  the  Captain 
with  the  Indians ;  all  had  their  hands  on  their  revolvers. 

On  came  the  horsemen  without  check  or  pause,  a 
formidable,  menacing  company  of  flying,  robed  figures 
in  the  glare  of  the  golden  sun,  stretching  out  and 
travelling  at  a  furious  gallop  as  they  came  down  into 
the  valley.  The  faint  thunder  of  pounding  hoofs 
drowned  all  other  sounds. 
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Downward  they  swept  upon  the  party  by  the  huge 
altar  and  it  almost  seemed  as  if  they  intended  charging 
straight  into  the  Europeans  and  riding  them  down. 
There  could  be  no  question  about  their  friendly 
intentions.  Nor  could  the  English  party  escape 
from  the  valley  with  the  altar  stones  making  a  huge 
wall. 

Then  the  sergeant's  shout  rang  out : 

"  By  G ,  raiders  !     Fire  !  " 

Even  as  the  click  and  crack  of  rifles  was  heard  the 
natives  reached  the  valley  and  the  altar,  checking 
slightly  as  they  swerved  in  upon  them.  The  sound 
of  confusion  and  noise  of  the  meeting  parties  rang 
loudly  through  the  Valley  of  the  White  Altar. 

Even  in  the  stiff  tension  of  the  moment  Valerie  was 
conscious  that  only  three  or  four  rifles  had  fired,  bring- 
ing down  two  horsemen  ;  that  the  others  had  clicked 
harmlessly,  and  then  the  natives  were  upon  them, 
causing  her  to  back  nearer  the  trees  behind  the  wagon. 
Shouts,  cries,  jingle  of  harness,  the  snorts  of  animals 
and  thunder  of  hoofs  amid  other  noises  almost  deafened 
her.  A  cloud  of  dust  and  turf  swept  over  her,  making 
her  crouch  against  a  tree-trunk  half  choking.  Then, 
through  the  golden  haze,  she  saw  Lewis  and  the  ser- 
geant aim  with  their  revolvers,  heard  the  harmless  click 
of  the  weapons  on  an  empty  chamber,  and,  like  a  flash, 
conviction  rushed  upon  her.  Treachery  !  And  again 
she  gasped,  but  with  cold  rage. 

Whirling,  fighting  figures  seemed  all  about  her.  She 
saw  Lewis  swing  up  his  useless  weapon  to  club  a  native 
on  the  left,  but  another,  spurring  the  other  side,  flung 
an  arm  about  him  and  dragged  him  backwards  off 
his  horse.  Sergeant  Blake  was  wielding  his  heavy 
riding  crop,  but  the  Captain  and  Munro  were  hidden 
by  whirling,  mounted  Indians.  Her  firm  red  lips  set, 
she  jerked  her  revolver  out  and  raised  it,  but  in  the 
very  act  of  taking  aim  her  attention  was  attracted 
by  a  horseman  who,  slightly  withdrawn  from  the 
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others,  took  no  part  in  the  conflict  except  to  shout 
curtly  and  give  directions — the  natives'  leader. 

Her  start,  the  quick  catch  of  her  breath,  was  instant 
for,  even  with  the  first  glance,  it  was  impossible  to 
mistake  that  aloft,  splendid  rider  on  the  big  white 
horse.  She  knew  him  even  before  she  noted  the  dark, 
strikingly  good-looking  face,  the  white  turban  with 
the  big  ruby  blazing  in  front,  the  white,  embroidered 
coat  and  scarlet  cloak  flying  behind  him  and  the  gleam 
of  his  ornaments  and  spurs.  In  that  fair  Indian  valley 
he  looked  as  if  he  had  ridden  out  of  some  Eastern  tale. 
Having  reined  up  his  horse,  he  was  holding  the  fiery 
animal  in  so  firm  a  check  that  it  pranced  and  reared, 
beating  the  air  with  its  forehoofs  and  shaking  its 
elaborate  trappings. 

His  dark,  keen  glance  flashed  over  the  conflict  and 
then  came  back  to  rest  on  her  as  it  had  before. 

Valerie  stood  rigid,  her  firm  lips  hardly  set.  Swift 
thoughts  flashed  through  her  mind  :  "  The  Indian 
with  the  mule  wore  red  and  white ;  their  weapons 
had  been  tampered  with " 

Then  she  felt  his  keen,  gleaming  glance  upon  her, 
saw  the  flash  of  his  white  teeth  with  his  mocking, 
derisive  smile.  Swiftly  she  swung  her  revolver  round 
and,  her  blue  eyes  glittering  and  as  merciless  as  his, 
levelled  it,  taking  careful  aim  at  him. 

He  did  not  move  or  spur  on  his  horse,  but,  sitting 
with  one  hand  on  his  hip,  smiled  deeper,  more  mock- 
ingly than  ever.  Valerie  pulled  the  trigger. 

His  mocking,  triumphant  laughter  rang  out  even 
as  the  weapon  clicked  harmlessly,  and  with  a  gust  of 
rage  she  flung  it  at  the  nearest  native  in  red  and  white. 
Then  he  swung  his  horse  round  and  spurred  behind 
the  wagon  towards  the  trees. 

Valerie's  glance  flashed  round,  going  in  every  direc- 
tion almost  at  the  same  moment,  and  then  rested 
on  her  horse  and  Munro's  which,  tied  to  the  furthest 
tree,  were  kicking  and  snorting  with  fright.  In  a 
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moment  she  had  turned  and  was  running  towards 
them. 

Ere  she  could  reach  them  however,  he  had  overtaken 
her.  She  heard  the  thunder  of  his  horse's  hoofs  behind 
her,  almost  on  her,  the  jingle  of  the  harness,  and 
pulling  herself  up  she  swung  round,  cold,  furious,  at 
bay. 

The  white  horse  jerked  up  almost  on  her,  sending  a 
cloud  of  dust  over  her,  and  Ramazan  swayed  easily 
down  from  the  saddle.  She  still  held  her  riding  whip 
in  her  left  hand  and,  changing  it  over,  she  deliber- 
ately, furiously,  swung  it  up.  He  parried  the  blow, 
yet  it  caught  him  slightly  on  the  side  of  the  head,  but 
the  next  moment  his  arm  was  about  her,  lifting  her 
up,  and  he  swung  her  on  to  the  horse  before  him. 

"  Little  fool !  did  you  think  to  escape  me  ?  " 

But  the  rage  which  gripped  Valerie  then  was  more 
intense  than  anything  she  had  felt  before,  or  thought 
to  feel.  It  left  her  speechless.  Furiously,  desper- 
ately she  struggled  in  his  hold,  exerting  all  the  strength 
of  her  healthy,  supple  limbs  against  his  that  strove 
to  master  her.  The  heel  of  her  riding  boot  scraped 
down  the  side  of  his  big  horse  and  with  a  wild  cry  the 
fiery  animal  reared.  She  was  thrown  heavily  upon 
Ramazan  and  for  one  breathless  moment  it  seemed 
as  if  the  horse  would  throw  them  or  fall  back  upon 
them.  She  felt  no  fear  ;  she  did  not  care  very  much, 
for  her  one  thought  was  that  it  would  bring  the  young 
Rajah  down.  But  the  next  moment  he  had  control 
of  it,  tightening  the  reins  and  bringing  it  to  earth  again. 
Then  his  arm  closed  about  her,  pinioning  her  arms  to 
her  side,  and  crushing  her  up  against  him  with  such 
force  and  strength  that  she  set  her  lips  to  hold  back 
a  faint  cry. 

"  Foolish  Valerie,"  said  he  softly,  through  his  set 
teeth,  "  to  put  your  strength  against  mine." 

Riding  out  to  the  valley  from  the  trees  and  the  altar, 
he  swung  his  horse  round  and  stopped.  Held  helpless 
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and  panting  in  his  arms,  Valerie  looked  towards  the 
wagon.  Shouts  and  cries  still  rang  through  the  hot, 
dust-filled  air,  but  the  noise  of  conflict  had  died  down. 
A  jumbled  crowd  of  robed  natives  moved  about  the 
foot  of  the  altar,  but  of  Lewis,  the  Captain  and  Munro 
there  was  no  sight  and,  with  another  wave  of  anger, 
she  guessed  that  they  were  helpless  in  that  moving 
crowd. 

Helpless  she  lay  across  the  Rajah's  horse.  He 
held  her  with  one  arm  ;  the  other  hand  he  rested  on 
his  hip.  He  looked  down  at  her.  Valerie  shuddered 
back,  shrinking  against  the  arm  that  held  her. 

With  a  low  laugh  he  tightened  his  arm,  deliberately 
crushing  her  up  against  him,  and  then  he  looked  back 
to  the  scene  of  conflict. 

A  horseman  suddenly  broke  out  of  the  moving  crowd 
and  rode  furiously  up  the  valley  in  the  direction  of 
the  Rajah.  Shouts  and  cries  rang  out  again  and 
three  or  four  of  the  natives  spurred  after  him.  Valerie 
recognised  Sergeant  Blake  even  as  Ramazan  uttered 
a  faint  exclamation  and  swung  his  horse  about  again. 

Valerie  did  not  know  if  the  sergeant  was  coming  to 
her  assistance,  but  she  cried  out  sharply : 

"  No — no  !     Escape  !     Get  help  !  " 

The  Rajah  was  spurring  his  horse  forward  to  inter- 
cept the  runaway,  but  she,  his  hold  of  her  having 
slackened,  raised  herself  with  a  sudden  jerk  and 
caught  furiously  at  the  reins.  The  horse  reared  again, 
swerved  and  curveted.  Ramazan  dropped  a  very 
English  oath,  crushed  her  half  savagely  against  him 
and  jerked  the  reins  from  her  hold.  But  like  a  grey 
streak  the  sergeant  had  flashed  by  on  his  maddened 
horse  and  the  Rajah  drew  back  to  allow  his  natives 
to  whirl  past  in  pursuit. 

"  You  perfect  little  devil !  "  he  hissed  at  her  ;  then 
the  gleam  in  his  eyes  was  not  all  of  fury.  '  Yes, 
you  will  make  a  splendid  mate  for  Ramazan  of  Kash- 
mine  !  " 
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Valerie  turned  her  head  to  watch  the  flying  horse- 
men. On,  on  they  sped,  up  out  of  the  valley,  kicking 
up  a  cloud  of  dust  and  turf  behind  them,  but  one, 
she  could  see,  was  still  in  advance  of  the  others.  Then 
all  vanished  into  the  forest. 

Ramazan  turned  his  horse  and  rode  down  towards 
the  altar,  drawing  up  by  the  wagon. 

The  conflict  was  over.  The  natives  of  the  English 
party  could  do  little  against  the  numbers  of  the  Rajah's 
men  and  now  were  prisoners  in  the  midst  of  the  red 
and  white-robed  Indians.  A  small  party  of  Ramazan 's 
men  advanced  with  Lewis  Ransome  and  Munro, 
dishevelled,  bound  and  gagged. 

Valerie  could  not  see  the  Captain  and  wondered  if, 
indeed,  he  had  escaped. 

The  Rajah  half  frowned  and  cried  out  something 
in  Hindustani.  The  quick  voices  of  the  Indians 
answered  him  and  they  waved  their  hands  towards 
the  altar.  Again  Ramazan  cried  out,  giving  quick, 
sharp  orders,  and  a  small  party  of  his  men  hurried 
off  to  one  end  of  the  altar.  Then,  wrapping  an  end 
of  his  scarlet  cloak  about  the  woman  he  held,  he  turned 
his  horse  and  spurred  up  the  valley  away  from  the 
altar,  followed  by  half  of  his  men,  leaving  the  others 
with  the  prisoners  beneath  the  trees  at  the  foot  of  the 
altar. 


CHAPTER  XII 

ON  through  the  jungle — the  vast,  murmuring, 
mysterious  jungle  ;   on  down  tortuous  forest 
ways  and  wider,  overgrown  paths  with  a 
muffled  thunder  of  hoofs  and  rush  of  cool,  fragrant 
forest  air. 

To  Valerie  Ransome,  cold  beauty  of  civilisation, 
who,  up  to  that  day,  had  taken  life  with  an  assured, 
emotionless  coolness,  that  swift  ride  through  the 
Indian  jungle  in  the  arms  of  an  Indian  Prince  might 
have  been  a  wild,  barbaric  dream.  But  no ;  it  was 
real — startlingly  real  for  all  its  strangeness.  The 
attack  of  the  natives,  the  appearance  of  the  Rajah, 
and  the  capture  of  her  companions  and  herself  had  all 
come  so  suddenly  that  she  found  it  hard  to  realise 
that  their  work  was  ruined,  for  the  time  at  least,  that 
she  herself  was  being  carried  off,  captive  of  an  arrogant, 
lawless  Indian. 

Ramazan  held  her  closely,  strongly,  with  one  arm 
firmly  about  her,  and  for  the  moment  she  attempted 
no  further  resistance  ;  indeed,  the  speed  of  his  fiery 
horse  and  the  winding  ways  they  went  discouraged 
all  thought  of  a  struggle.  But,  lying  stiffly  in  his 
hold,  her  firm  lips  hardly  set,  her  blue  eyes  narrowed 
and  bright,  anger  seethed  within  her  and  increased 
with  every  thud  of  the  whirling  hoofs.  She  had  never 
felt  such  furious  rage  before  and  had  never  thought 
it  possible  that  she  could  be  so  infuriated. 

But  the  humiliation — the  humiliation  of  it !  To  be 
set  upon  by  cunning  arrangement,  to  be  captured  by 
an  Indian,  to  be  flung  across  his  horse  and  carried  in 
his  arms  through  some  part  of  India !  Ah,  but  he 
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would  pay — pay  dearly  for  it  when  she  could  com- 
municate with  the  British  authorities. 

There  was  little  fear  in  Valerie's  heart ;  her  cool 
assurance  was  still  unshaken.  Yet  she  was  woman 
enough  to  fully  realise  her  position.  A  white  woman, 
alone  in  the  heart  of  India,  in  the  power  of  an  Indian 
Prince,  and  that  Prince  Ramazan,  the  man  she  had 
deceived,  played  with,  and  openly  flouted.  But  her 
assurance  and  her  rage  gave  little  place  to  fear. 

On  through  the  jungle  rode  the  Rajah  with  his  cap- 
tive ;  travelling,  where  ground  or  path  permitted, 
at  a  swinging  gallop  that  stirred  Valerie's  calm  blood 
and  made  her  breath  catch  more  than  once.  They 
brushed  through  archways  of  trailing  creepers  and 
forded  narrow,  rippling  streams,  on,  ever  on.  He 
held  her  firmly,  his  arm  about  her  with  a  strong, 
unyielding  clasp,  and,  lying  against  his  warm,  supple 
body,  she  could  feel  the  strong,  swift  beating  of  his 
heart. 

Where  were  they  going  ?  Where  was  he  taking  her  ? 
Valerie  wondered.  It  would  be  extremely  difficult 
for  her  to  escape  if  he  took  her  far  through  the  jungle 
or  into  the  very  heart  of  India. 

Then,  of  a  sudden,  the  thickly  growing  trees  thinned 
and  spread  out ;  the  bushes  and  clinging  creepers 
dwindled  away,  and  they  rode  out  of  the  jungle  into 
a  fair  forest  glade. 

Slowly  the  Rajah  drew  up  his  white,  panting  horse. 
His  men  came  to  a  stop  behind  him.  There  were 
sudden  shouts  and  cries,  and  from  a  scattering  of  large, 
broken  stones  on  which  they  had  been  sitting  half  a 
dozen  natives  in  red  and  white  hurried  forward  to 
gesture  and  salaam  before  him. 

The  Rajah  raised  his  hand  in  acknowledgment  and 
greeting  and  addressed  them  in  their  own  tongue. 
They  answered  with  more  salaams.  Tightening  his 
hold  about  the  woman  he  carried,  he  lifted  her  sud- 
denly from  his  horse.  Being  thus  released,  Valerie 
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struggled  from  him  with  sudden  fury  and  fell  upon 
her  feet  on  the  soft  ground. 

Blinking  in  the  glare  of  the  hot  sun,  she  looked 
about  her,  at  the  ground  which  had  the  appearance 
of  pale-green  velvet,  the  large  scattered  stones  and 
the  waving  trees  of  the  forest  which  seemed  to  encircle 
them.  Before  and  behind  her  were  the  dark,  waiting 
natives  in  their  white  robes  adorned  with  red.  It 
seemed  all  startlingly  strange  and  unreal  to  her. 

The  Rajah  swung  down  from  the  saddle  and  moved 
a  few  steps  forward,  the  reins  over  his  arm,  stretching 
his  slender,  supple  figure.  He  flung  an  order  to  the 
natives  before  him  and,  turning,  they  moved  back  to 
the  scattered  stones,  to  return  a  few  minutes  later 
with  horses.  One  led  up  a  slender,  beautiful  black 
mare  with  a  cloth  of  red  and  gold  on  its  back,  over 
which  the  saddle  had  been  placed. 

"  Will  it  please  you  to  mount,  Valerie,"  said  Ramazan 
in  English,  and  waved  a  hand  towards  the  horse. 
"  It  is  not  seemly  that  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  should 
cany  his  bride  home  in  his  arms.  I  would  have  you 
enter  my  province  fittingly " 

But  Valerie  swung  round  upon  him. 

"  What  do  you  mean  by  this  outrage  !  What  have 
you  done  with  my  brother,  and  friends  ?  Do  you 
think  you  can  attack  an  English  party  in  India  like 
this — as  you  please " 

"  Valerie,  I  desire  you  to  mount,"  said  the  Rajah, 
a  graceful,  waiting  figure  before  his  horse.  "  We  have 
yet  far  to  go  and  I  would  reach  Kashmine  before 
sundown." 

"  Do  you  think  you  can  carry  out  this  outrage  to  your 
own  satisfaction  ?  Really,  you  must  be  a  fool " 

"  It  is  not  my  wish  to  order  my  men  to  put  you  in 
the  saddle,"  came  the  Rajah's  hard,  even  tones.  "  If 
you  do  not  desire  to  mount,  I  will  carry  you  in  my 
arms  again,  as  I  have  carried  you  from  the  altar 
valley !  " 
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She  met  his  dark,  menacing  look  ;  his  attractive, 
bronzed  face  was  hard,  almost  expressionless.  Her 
own  eyes  narrowed  and  darkened.  She  cast  a  glance 
at  the  beautiful,  waiting  horse.  Resistance  was  a 
thought  to  be  laughed  at  in  that  surrounding  crowd  of 
natives.  But  on  a  horse  it  might  be  otherwise.  Held 
in  his  arms  she  was  utterly  powerless,  but  on  a  horse 
there  might  be  a  chance  for  her  to  escape. 

Valerie  stepped  to  the  black  mare  and  climbed  into 
the  saddle.  The  Rajah  made  no  move  to  assist  her 
and  a  native  held  her  stirrup,  but  with  gratification 
she  felt  the  strong,  graceful  movements  of  the  animal 
beneath  her. 

Ramazan  flung  the  reins  over  his  horse's  head  and 
swung  to  the  saddle.  The  other  natives  mounted 
and  closed  in  about  Valerie  and,  led  by  the  Rajah 
and  another  Indian,  the  whole  company  rode  out  of 
the  sunny  glade  into  the  forest  again. 

Still  on  through  the  jungle  they  travelled.  Valerie 
found  the  mare  she  rode  a  splendid  animal  and  one 
that  would  travel  at  speed  when  urged,  yet  her  hopes 
for  escape  dwindled  with  every  step  they  took.  They 
had  not  travelled  far  through  the  forest  ere  she  saw 
how  futile  any  attempt  to  get  away  would  be.  She 
rode  in  front,  but  with  Ramazan  on  one  side  of  her 
and  the  elderly  Indian,  whom  she  took  to  be  his  lieu- 
tenant, the  other,  and  his  company  of  natives  following 
behind .  He  had  only  to  stretch  out  his  hand  to  catch  her 
rein  and  where  the  path  became  narrow  he  led  her  horse. 

On,  and  still  on,  they  travelled  through  the  forest. 
Valerie  began  to  wonder  when  they  would  stop  and 
was  conscious  of  the  weariness  that  was  stealing 
over  her.  She  had  given  up  all  thought  of  escape  for 
the  moment,  and  let  either  her  horse  or  Ramazan  take 
her  where  they  would. 

The  light  in  the  forest  began  to  deepen  and  change 
to  an  orange  hue  as  the  hour  for  sunset  approached  ; 
the  voices  of  the  jungle  increased. 
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Riding  up  a  sloping,  widening  road  they  broke  at 
last  out  of  the  jungle  and  involuntarily  Valerie  drew 
rein,  while  behind  her  the  natives,  talking  and  shouting, 
stopped  also. 

They  were  on  high  ground  that  was  like  the  side 
of  a  hill  and  before  them  lay  stretched  a  fair,  wide 
valley  the  like  of  which  Valerie  had  never  seen  before. 
Through  this  valley  lay  a  large  village  which,  on  the 
first  glance,  she  took  to  be  a  town  until  she  saw  the 
grey  wall  and  line  of  prickly  pear  which  encircled  it. 
At  one  end  a  lake  looked  like  a  square  of  blue  sky 
upon  the  ground,  while  in  the  centre  in  the  midst  of 
gardens  and  trees,  its  domes  gleaming  like  pure  gold 
in  the  rays  of  the  sinking  sun,  stood  a  low  palace. 

On  either  side  of  the  valley  rose  small,  blue-grey 
mountains,  while  at  the  other  end,  far  in  the  distance, 
showed  a  blue  haze  which  she  took  to  be  either  more 
mountains  or  forest. 

The  Rajah,  sitting  easy  and  motionless  in  the  saddle, 
did  not  speak,  and  yet  something  seemed  to  tell  Valerie 
that  this  was  his  province — this  was  Kashmine. 


CHAPTER  XIII 

RIDING  into  the  large  village  of  Kashmine, 
the  Rajah  and  his  followers  were  met  by  a 
shouting,  gesticulating  crowd  of  natives. 
From  the  stone  houses  and  mud  huts  and  byways 
they  came,  old  men  and  young,  a  scattering  of  women 
swathed  in  light  saris,  and  black,  naked  children,  to  shout 
and  wave  as  the  Raj  ah  rode  past  on  his  white  horse.  Like 
a  disturbed  hive  the  place  awoke  to  life  at  his  coming. 

The  white  girl,  a  trifle  bewildered,  had  drawn  back 
and  rode  with  the  following  natives  beside  the  elderly 
Indian,  but  she  was  aware  that  this  village  was  different 
to  any  other  she  had  seen.  It  was  not  drab  or  squalid 
and  with  everything  there  was  a  sense  of  order  foreign 
to  native  life. 

So,  through  an  acclaiming  crowd,  they  rode  to  the 
palace  in  the  middle. 

A  few  hours  past  Valerie  had  been  one  of  an  English 
party  camping  in  tropical  India,  now  she  was  riding 
to  a  Rajah's  palace  on  a  horse  with  a  cloth  of  scarlet 
and  gold  over  its  back.  At  some  moments  it  seemed 
like  a  vivid  dream  to  her.  The  jostling  crowd  of 
natives,  who  though  not  so  elegantly  or  brightly 
dressed  as  those  in  Poona  or  Bombay,  showed  gay 
patches  of  colour  here  and  there;  the  fiery,  thorough- 
bred horses ;  the  mosque  they  were  passing  with  its 
white  walls  and  domed  roof  turned  gold  by  the  sun 
and  its  delicate,  wonderful  architecture,  and  the 
lovely,  low  palace  before  them  !  But  the  spell  of 
India,  which  seemed  to  hover  about  her,  to  grip  her 
with  relentless  hands,  made  it  all  vividly,  irresistibly 
real,  and  for  a  moment  she  closed  her  eyes.  It  was 
as  if  she  had  ridden  into  the  heart  of  India 
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Passing  through  quickly  opened  gates  they  rode 
into  a  yard  before  the  palace,  causing  pigeons  and 
doves  and  bright-plumaged  birds  to  whirl  up  into  the 
air  with  a  flutter  of  wings  and  shrill  protesting  voices. 

In  the  centre  of  the  court  was  a  round,  marble- 
encircled  tank,  on  the  mirror-like  water  of  which  pink 
lotus  floated,  while  about  its  gleaming  sides  scarlet 
flowering  creeper  clung. 

Valerie  caught  a  glimpse  of  the  palace,  low-lying, 
white  and  gold,  the  picturesque  domes  and  delicate 
turrets  rising  against  feathery  palm  trees.  Then  the 
horses  were  drawn  up  before  the  long,  wide  steps  which 
led  to  a  wide  pavilion,  gold  and  white  and  creeper-hung. 

The  Rajah  drew  his  white  horse  beside  hers,  flung 
an  arm  about  her  and  coolly  lifted  her  from  the  saddle 
to  the  ground  ;  then,  ere  she  could  turn  upon  him 
or  address  him,  he  had  dismounted  also  and  walked 
up  the  steps,  to  stand  there  a  slim,  picturesque  figure, 
the  ruby  in  his  turban  catching  the  rays  of  the  sun 
and  his  scarlet  cloak  swaying  behind  him. 

His  people  waved  and  shouted.  The  Rajah  lifted 
his  hand  in  acknowledgment  and  then  addressed  them. 
When  he  had  ended  they  waved  and  shouted  again. 
Valerie,  standing  on  the  lowest  step,  felt  a  strange  thrill 
run  through  her.  She  was  one  to  love  flattery  and 
homage  and  the  reception  of  the  Rajah  by  his  people 
thoroughly  stirred  her.  A  King  could  not  have  been 
received  better  by  his  subjects. 

She  started  to  hear  Ramazan  speak  softly  in  English. 

"  You  see,  my  Valerie,  here  you  could  have  had  all 
the  homage  and  notice  that  your  heart  so  much  desires." 
His  lips  had  a  mocking,  cynical  curl  and  his  eyes  were 
half  narrowed. 

It  was  as  if  he  had  read  her  thoughts  and  Valerie 
felt  the  blood  suddenly  hot  in  her  cheeks. 

He  turned  and  addressed  the  crowd  again,  and  when 
he  ended  there  was  a  moment's  silence  and  then  more 
cries  and  shouts  and  a  waving  of  dark  arms. 
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"  That  is  for  you,  my  Valerie."  His  dark,  mocking 
glance  came  on  to  her  again.  "  They  commend  my 
choice  of  a  bride  !  " 

"  Oh  !  "  Valerie  flashed  a  glance  round  and  took  a 
step  up  towards  him.  "  You " 

But  with  a  cool  laugh  the  Rajah  turned  and  was 
again  addressing  his  people  ;  then,  raising  his  hand, 
he  appeared  to  dismiss  them.  There  was  noise,  mur- 
mur, a  bustle  and  movement,  and  breaking  up  into 
small  parties  they  moved  back  into  the  village,  followed 
by  most  of  Ramazan's  men  with  the  horses,  leaving 
only  a  few  elders  by  the  tank  and  gorgeously  robed 
beings  upon  the  wide  pavilion. 

The  Rajah  turned  on  the  steps  towards  the  palace  ; 
he  flung  back  his  scarlet  cloak  and  held  out  a  slender, 
jewelled  hand  to  the  woman  he  had  captured. 

"  Come." 

But  a  fire  was  in  Valerie's  blue  eyes  as  her  look  met 
his. 

"  No."  She  stood  stiff  and  defiant  in  her  white 
riding  suit.  "  I  advise  you  to  let  me  go  at  once !  " 

Ramazan's  slim,  splendid  figure  came  up  taut ; 
the  blaze  of  his  dark  eyes  quelled  the  fire  of  hers. 
He  raised  his  hand  again  and  pointed  straight  to  the 
pavilion  and  the  palace. 

"  Enter  !  " 

Her  head  jerked  up ;  for  a  moment  her  glittering 
eyes  flashed  back  defiance,  and  then  the  black  lashes 
hid  them,  for  his  look  quelled  her,  spirited  and  deter- 
mined woman  though  she  was.  Moreover,  she  saw 
the  uselessness  of  resistance.  If  she  refused  to  obey 
him,  she  would  be  carried  into  the  palace,  by  him 
or  his  attendants.  There  was  only  one  thing  for  her 
to  do. 

With  another  fling  of  her  dark  head  she  walked 
up  the  steps,  across  the  wide  terrace  with  its  couches 
and  rugs  and  gorgeous  salaaming  personages,  and  down 
four  more  steps  under  delicate  arches  into  the  palace. 
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White,  gauzy  curtains  were  drawn  back  at  her 
approach,  and  with  a  swinging,  commanding  step  she 
walked  into  the  hall  of  the  palace — to  come  slowly 
to  a  stop. 

The  first  impression  of  the  beauty  of  Ramazan's 
palace  struck  the  white  girl  so  suddenly  and  vividly 
that  she  stood  amazed,  slightly  enthralled.  She  had 
seen  many  palaces  of  Indian  Princes  and  they  had  all 
been  gorgeous,  but  it  was  more  beauty  than  splendour 
in  Ramazan's  home,  for  only  in  the  vivid  cushions 
and  draperies  did  the  colours  seem  to  clash.  With 
widened  eyes  she  glanced  about  her,  her  position,  her 
rage  forgotten  for  the  moment. 

The  hall  was  so  long  and  wide  that  it  seemed  to 
run  the  width  of  the  palace,  for  at  the  back,  through 
pillars,  delicately  worked  arches  and  looped  back  cur- 
tains she  had  a  glimpse  of  a  flowered  garden.  The 
walls  were  blue  and  white  with  patterns  in  mosaic  in 
the  middle  and  the  cool,  shining  floor  of  white  and 
blue  and  gold  with  gorgeous  Indian  rugs  and  carpets 
and  two  large  tiger  skins  spread  about  it.  In  the 
middle  was  a  square,  marble-edged  tank  with  figures 
of  lions  at  each  corner  and  a  fountain  playing  softly 
in  the  centre.  A  little  way  from  the  head  of  the  tank 
was  a  long  wide  divan  upon  which  were  strewn  a 
collection  of  cushions  of  various  shapes,  the  colours 
of  which  mingled  like  a  gorgeous  rainbow.  Rich 
draperies,  fringed  and  embroidered,  lay  on  the  divan, 
the  step,  and  the  polished  floor  hi  elegant  disarray. 
Other  cushioned  seats  stood  against  the  walls  with  small, 
delicate,  Eastern  tables  on  which  were  bowls  of  fruit, 
trays  and  boxes,  and  other  odds  and  ends.  Delicate 
arches  and  filigree  work  showed  between  the  silken 
curtains  at  different  entrances.  The  air  was  warm 
and  heavy  with  scent,  so  typical  of  the  East.  The 
sunset  without  lit  the  place  with  a  rich  golden  glow. 

On  either  side  of  the  hall,  near  an  entrance,  motion- 
less as  statues,  were  two  huge  black  figures  with  tiger 
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skins  over  their  muscular  bodies  and  scimitars  in  their 
hands,  who  gave  a  barbaric  air  to  the  beauty  of  the 
place. 

Valerie's  glance  travelled  round.  This  wealth, 
which  showed  in  every  beautiful,  costly  thing,  might 
have  been  hers.  This  place  and  his  power — hers,  if 
she  had  chosen.  But  then  she  had  not  known  of  his 
power  or  the  wealth  of  this  home  in  India. 

So  this  was  his  palace  in  Kashmine — of  which  he 
had  spoken.  It  was  as  if  she  had  stepped  into  the 
warm,  vital,  slumberous  heart  of  the  East.  The  vivid 
colours,  mingled  in  careless  confusion,  the  rich  beauty 
of  everything,  the  heavy  warmth  and  drifting  perfume, 
was  accentually  the  vivid,  barbaric,  seductive  East. 
Valerie  put  up  a  hand  to  her  throat ;  there  a  little 
pulse  quickened  and  throbbed  with  strange  unrest 

A  musical  jingle  of  spurs  sounded  ;  then  the  Rajah's 
scarlet  cloak  brushed  against  her  as  he  passed.  Valerie 
started  back,  her  anger  flaming  up  again  on  the  instant, 
banishing  all  other  emotions,  but  Ramazan  strode, 
with  his  leisurely  step,  up  the  hall  to  the  divan,  pausing 
but  a  moment  on  his  way  to  stroke  a  huge  white 
cockatoo  which,  on  a  perch  by  the  tank,  opened  its 
wings  and  screeched  loudly  on  his  arrival.  After  a 
moment's  hesitation  she  followed  and  stood  stiff  and 
hostile  by  the  head  of  the  tank. 

Ramazan's  first  order,  given  with  a  curt  jerk  of 
his  head,  was  to  the  two  huge  Nubians  on  either  side 
of  the  hall.  They  moved  immediately  to  obey  him, 
walking  down  the  hall  with  a  pad  of  sandalled  feet 
and  passing  through  the  thin  white  curtains  took  up 
their  stand  on  the  pavilion  without. 

The  palace  awoke  to  murmuring,  stirring  life.  The 
pad  of  slippered  feet,  the  swish  of  robes,  and  many 
quick-speaking  voices  followed  the  jingle  of  the  Rajah's 
spurs  in  the  hall.  The  gorgeously-robed  personages 
followed  from  the  terrace  and  clustered  about  the 
divan.  Other  neatly  dressed  Indians  and  a  fat  native 
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woman  in  yellow  silk  entered  from  different  doorways 
and  joined  them.  Noise  and  a  sense  of  movement 
completely  banished  the  languorous  silence  that  had 
gone  before. 

Valerie,  watching  the  Rajah  as  he  stood  on  the  step 
of  the  divan  addressing  first  one  then  another  of  the 
natives  who  stood  before  him,  was  conscious  of  the 
power  that  he  wielded,  that  they  obeyed  him  swiftly 
and  without  question  when  he  gave  them  orders.  In 
watching  them  and  stirred  by  the  bustle  about  her, 
her  anger  at  being  ignored  was  less  intense. 

Despite  his  carriage  and  splendid  figure,  he  looked 
exceedingly  slim  and  youthful  before  them.  Seen 
with  them  his  skin  showed  much  lighter,  a  pale  bronze 
to  their  blacks  and  browns,  and  their  heavy  noses  and 
thick  lips  showed  his  clear-cut  features  to  striking 
advantage. 

Ramazan  seemed  desirous  of  being  alone  with  his 
captive  and  soon  dismissed  the  natives  about  his  divan. 
Salaaming  deeply,  they  went  from  the  hall  one  after 
the  other  and  by  different  entrances.  At  last  the 
yellow-robed  figure  of  Ibrehim  Hanaud  alone  remained 
by  the  divan.  He  spoke,  and  she  caught  the  word 
"  Harem." 

"  No,"  said  the  Rajah  in  his  perfect  English.  "  She 
goes  not  to  the  harem.  She  will  stay  in  my  own  private 
apartments !  " 

Valerie  started  ;  her  pale,  set  face  was  slightly 
tinted  with  colour  and  a  little  pulse  throbbed  in  her 
throat ;  her  hands  clenched  at  her  sides. 

Ibrehim  Hanaud  glanced  at  the  dark,  attractive 
face  of  his  young  master  and  then  at  the  pale  woman 
in  white  European  riding  dress  who  stood  away  so 
stiff  and  aloft.  Salaaming,  he  moved  from  the 
divan. 

"  Allah  be  praised,  my  lord,  he  hath  found  his 
Heart's  Desire,"  murmured  he  as  he  left  the  hall. 
"  And  yet — and  yet I  misdoubt  it  much.  I  see 
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trouble  and  unrest  for  all.     May  Allah  give  us  peace 
now  !  " 

A  stiff,  brooding  silence,  which  even  the  tinkle  of 
the  fountain  could  not  disturb,  followed  the  departure 
of  the  natives.  The  air  was  heavy  with  the  scent  of 
flowers  and  incense. 

The  young  Rajah  regarded  the  white  woman  he 
had  captured.  She  returned  his  look,  her  glance  hard, 
defiant,  her  head  jerking  back.  He  smiled. 

"  Well,  my  Valerie,  which  are  you  going  to  be — my 
Princess,  or  my  slave  ?  " 

"  Your — slave  !  " 

"  My  Princess — or  my  slave.    Which  ?  " 

"  Your  slave  !  Never — never  !  "  Valerie's  perfect 
figure  trembled  with  fury. 

"  You  will  be  one  or  the  other.  Either  way  you 
will  be  mine  !  Come — which  will  you  be  ?  " 

"  I  will  be  neither !  "  she  cried,  her  blue  eyes  like 
glittering  sapphires.  "  Do  you  hear — neither  !  " 

"If  you  are  not  one  you  will  be  the  other.  I  cannot 
make  you  my  Princess  if  you  refuse  to  accept  the 
honour,  but  you  shall  be  my  slave  !  Yes,  I  think 
you  will  be  my  slave,  for  I  shall  give  you  nothing." 

"  Never  !  "  Valerie  took  a  step  towards  the  divan. 
"  I  will  never,  never  be  your  slave !  " 

The  Rajah  stepped  down  to  the  hall. 
'  You  will— if  I  choose " 

Quietly  two  young  natives  in  red  and  white  entered 
the  hall.  One  placed  a  bowl  of  fresh  fruit  and  a  silver 
box  on  a  low  table  by  the  divan  ;  the  other  took  the 
Rajah's  scarlet  cloak.  Ramazan's  strong,  slender 
fingers  leisurely  unfastened  the  wide  cartridge  belt 
from  about  his  waist  and  this,  with  the  revolver,  he 
gave  to  the  Indian,  watching  her  all  the  time. 

At  a  curt  word  of  dismissal  both  men  withdrew. 
Still  he  stood  regarding  her. 

Valerie  took  a  step  forward,  on  to  the  brocades  and 
silks  that  trailed  from  the  divan,  her  slender  body  stiff. 
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"  For  what  reason  have  you  brought  me  here  ? 
Do  you  think  to  keep  me  here  against  my  will  ?  " 

Ramazan  turned  to  the  table  by  the  divan,  selected 
a  cigarette  from  the  silver  box,  and  leisurely  lit  it. 

"  Will  you  be  good  enough  to  explain  the  reason 
for  this  outrage  ?  " 

His  dark,  burning  glance  came  on  to  her  again  and 
she  felt  the  colour  deepening  in  her  face. 

"  The  reason,"  said  he  at  last,  "  should  not  be  far 
to  seek." 

"  Indeed  !     I  fail  completely  to  see  it !  " 

"  Yet  you  may  remember  a  certain  night  in  the 
temple  garden  at  Poona.  I  said — '  Till  next  we 
meet ! ' 

Valerie's  breast  heaved  with  her  swift  breaths,  then 
her  blue  eyes  glittered  in  the  yellow  light. 

"  You  must  be  mad  if  you  think  you  can  act  as 
you  have  done  to-day !  "  she  flung  back.  "  Do  you 
think  to  capture  me  and  keep  me  here  at  your  own 
pleasure  ?  Do  you  think  you  can  attack  an  English 
party  as  you  have  to-day,  without  facing  the  conse- 
quences ?  " 

"  My  Valerie,  I  do  not  think."  He  dropped  the 
lid  of  the  cigarette  box. 

"  You  fool !  "  her  voice  rang  curtly,  yet  quivered 
slightly  with  the  fury  she  strove  to  control.  "  You 
will  have  to  answer  for  this  to  the  British  authorities. 
Not  only  will  you  have  to  answer  for  the  attack  upon 
an  English  party,  but  for  the  capture  of  an  English- 
woman, and  for  that  you'll  pay  dear !  " 

Ramazan  turned  to  regard  her  through  curling 
smoke,  one  hand  on  his  hip,  the  other  holding  the 
cigarette.  His  dark,  narrowed  glance  travelled  up  her 
slim  but  perfectly  formed  figure  revealed  by  the 
close-fitting  white  riding  suit.  The  delicate  paleness 
of  her  skin,  the  deep  blue  of  her  eyes  and  rich  brown 
of  her  hair  made  a  beauty  that  was  striking  in  the 
East,  and  her  poise,  the  cool  assurance  of  her  arrested 
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and  held  him.  Stiffly  she  stood,  with  back-flung  head, 
almost  boyish  in  the  white  riding  breeches  and  coat 
and  neat  black  boots,  her  legs  slightly  apart  and  her 
hands  clenched  at  her  sides,  like,  and  yet  unlike,  the 
woman  of  Poona.  His  dark  eyes  gleamed ;  he  felt 
the  blood  hot  in  his  deeply  bronzed  cheek. 

"  You  must,  indeed,  care  little  for  your  power  and 
your  place  here  if  you  act  as  you've  acted  to-day," 
she  cried,  only  the  more  fired  by  his  look.  "  You'll 
most  likely  lose  both  when  the  British  authorities 
hear  of  it.  You'll  pay  dearly  for  my  capture  !  There 
is  one  thing  they  do  not  fail  to  avenge,  and  that  is 
the  capture  of  a  white  woman  by  a  native  !  They  will 
not  rest  till  they  have  found  me — and  you !  " 

"  And  will  they  find  you  ?  Oh,  I  well  believe  there 
are  a  host  of  poor  adoring  fools  with  whom  you've 
played  who  will  be  thoroughly  distracted  at  your  loss, 
but — will  they  find  you  ?  If  I  want  you,  I  shall  have 
you.  You  may  forget  that,  besides  being  the  native, 
I  am  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine." 

"  They  will  search  all  India  till  they  find  me !  " 
she  said  evenly  and  distinctly. 

"  I  really  believe  it." 

The  Rajah  laughed  softly,  dropped  his  cigarette  on 
a  tray  by  the  divan  and  came  slowly  over  the  rugs 
and  shining  floor  with  a  clink  of  spurs. 

"  And  if  I  am  to  lose  my  province,"  said  he  in  a 
soft,  intense  voice,  "  if  I  am  to  lose  my  power  and 
my  wealth,  my  place  here,  may  I  not  say  you  are 
worth  it  ?  " 

Valerie  started  back,  her  eyes  widening.  His  warm 
breath  had  almost  touched  her  cheek. 

"  If  I  am  to  lose  all,  might  I  not  say  you  are  worth 
it  ?  I  should  not  be  the  only  Prince  who  has  given 
up  all  for  a  woman,  and  I  have  not  heard  they  ever 
quarrelled  with  their  fate.  If  I  have  you — I  might 
be  content  to  give  up  all.  If  I  have  the  hours  of  love 
with  you  first — I  might  care  nothing  to  lose  all  after  !  " 
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She  drew  back  yet  more,  her  lips  slightly  parted. 

"  If — if  harm  comes  to  me — they  will  kill  you  !  "  she 
panted. 

"  If  I  have  first  lived,"  his  even,  delicate  lips  scarce 
moved  over  the  words,  "  I  may  not  fear  to  die." 

Then  he  straightened,  and  with  a  light,  cool  laugh 
turned  from  her  and  walked  back  to  the  divan. 

On  the  step  of  the  divan  he  faced  her,  his  face 
changed  again,  a  mocking,  cynical  curl  to  his  beautiful 
lips. 

"  Be  assured,  my  Valerie,  'tis  not  my  intention  to 
lose  anything — through  you.  You  are  not  worth  it," 
and  he  turned  to  the  low  table  and  took  another 
cigarette. 

In  a  moment  her  fear  was  gone  and  her  fury  back 
in  full  force.  She  took  a  step  towards  the  divan  again, 
her  riding  boot  making  no  sound  on  the  draperies 
that  trailed  from  it. 

"  You  will  lose  everything — if  you  don't  let  me  go 
at  once  !  As  soon  as  the  British  authorities  hear  of 
your  attack  upon  us  to-day  and  my  capture,  they 
will  act !  " 

The  young  Rajah  lit  his  cigarette,  then  smiled  at 
her  through  the  curling  smoke,  showing  the  whiteness 
of  his  teeth  against  his  dark  skin. 

"  My  beautiful  white  slave,  has  it  not  yet  occurred 
to  you  that  you  are  in  the  palace  of  the  Rajah — the 
palace  of  the  Rajah  from  which  there  is  no  escape  !  " 
He  laughed  mockingly.  "  You  are  in  Kashmine,  in 
the  heart  of  India.  Civilisation  is  so  far  away  that 
its  touch  cannot  be  felt  here.  Here  life  is  of  the 
East.  I,  alone,  rule.  My  word  is  law,  my  wishes 
all  that  matter — as  you  will  learn.  What  I  want — I 
have !  " 

Valerie's  eyes  darkened  slightly ;  she  clenched  her 
hands  tighter  to  retain  that  cool  assurance  which 
again,  for  a  moment,  was  shaken,  for  she  sensed  the 
truth  of  his  words  with  sudden  and  unpleasant  clear- 
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ness.  She  had  heard  much  of  Indian  Princes  and  their 
power.  In  their  own  homes  they  were  as  Kings. 
Was  she  now  to  experience  that  power  ?  She  guessed 
that  there  was  nothing  that  this  arrogant  young  ruler 
would  stop  at,  however  outrageous.  The  pause  was 
short,  however ;  she  rallied  swiftly. 

"  So  you  speak  now  having  so  far  avoided  any 
serious  encounter  with  the  British  authorities.  But 
when  they  hear  of  your  attack  upon  my  party  to-day, 
you  will  find  it  otherwise.  Then  you'll  see  how  power- 
ful civilisation  can  be.  Then  you'll  see  how  the  British 
Government  here  acts.  Your  power  here  will  not 
save  you ;  that  you  are  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  will 
not  matter.  They  are  none  too  lenient  with  outlawed 
natives  and  " — her  head  jerked  up — "  I'll  not  spare 
you  after  this  !  " 

"  And  who,  my  Valerie,  will  inform  the  British 
authorities  ?  "  inquired  the  Rajah,  taking  a  step  over 
the  rich  rugs.  "  Your  valiant  English  party,  they, 
with  their  natives,  are  now  my  prisoners,  and  you — 
are  here  in  my  palace.  Who  is  there  to  inform  your 
poor  adoring  English  friends  that  you  are  now  the 
Rajah  of  Kashmine's  captive  ?  " 

She  caught  her  breath  slightly.  She  saw  now  his 
strength  in  the  tracing  and  capture  of  them  ;  that, 
held  prisoners  in  his  palace  in  the  heart  of  India,  with 
no  chance  of  communicating  with  the  authorities,  they 
were  completely  in  his  power — the  power  of  an  Eastern 
Prince.  Her  disdain  of  Reuel  de  Ramazan  seemed 
likely  to  cost  them  dear.  For  once  she  had  miscal- 
culated. 

Fury  gripped  her  again,  letting  fear  have  no  place. 

"  They  will  know.  They  will  hear  of  your  attack 
upon  us  to-day.  Oh,  there's  little  the  British  Govern- 
ment does  not  hear  of." 

"  Yet  I  think  it  unlikely  when  there  is  no  one  to 
tell  them." 

"  I  shall  tell  them  !  " 
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"  You  ?  " 

"  Yes ;  I  will  let  them  know  about  you  when  I 
escape." 

His  cool,  mocking  laughter  rang  out  again. 

"  My  Valerie,  your  voice  is  sweet  but  your  words 
wanteth  much  in  wisdom.  Do  you  think  I  shall  let 
you  go  now  I  have  you  ?  You  will  stay  here,  in  my 
palace — the  Rajah's  slave."  He  laughed  mockingly 
again.  "  You  will  stay  here — until  I  tire  of  you  !  " 

"  I  shall  go — on  the  first  opportunity  !  " 

Blue  eyes,  glittering  coldly,  met  his  with  cool  defiance, 
but  those  dark,  narrowed,  glinting,  were  so  steady  and 
compelling  that  she  had  to  clench  her  hands  fiercely 
to  keep  her  glance  from  wavering — she  who  had  ruled 
men  with  a  look  ! 

"  You  will  stay  here,"  said  he,  regarding  her  with 
his  narrowed,  glinting  glance.  "  The  Rajah's  favourite 
slave.  I  think  you  know  what  that  means,  my 
Valerie ! " 

Her  eyes  were  a  black  blueness ;  her  long,  white 
fingers  gripped  the  leather  belt  round  her  waist.  They 
stood  silent  a  moment.  Then  the  jerk  of  her  head, 
the  fire  of  her  look,  answered  him. 

"  Do  you  think  you  can  keep  me  here  ?  Do  you 
think  you  can  hold  me  prisoner  in  your  palace,  like 
one  of  your  own  women  ?  " 

"  You  will  stay  here — just  as  one  of  my  own  women !  " 

"  You  fool !  you  will  find  you  can't  make  me  one 
of  your  slaves.  I  am  white — and  free !  "  and  the 
fling  of  her  head  spoke  more  than  words. 

He  laughed  softly  and  his  glance  and  his  laughing 
lips  made  her  long  to  strike  him. 

"  Yes,  I  can  understand  your  feelings,  my  lovely 
Valerie.  You  are  a  thorough  modern  daughter  of 
civilisation  ;  an  English  beauty,  always  served,  petted 
and  pampered.  You  have  always  had  what  you 
wanted  ;  you  have  always  had  your  own  way.  You 
have  tried  to  take  the  best  of  life  for  yourself.  Now 
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you  shall  have  a  change  ;  a  change  that  should  do 
you  good.  You  shall  know  the  life  of  our  women." 

"  Never,"  she  cried.    "  Your  women — they  are  fools !  " 

"  They  do  not  live  for  themselves ;  they  live  only 
for  us,  their  lords,"  continued  Ramazan  with  his  same 
narrowed  glance  and  smiling  lips.  "  They  live  only 
to  serve  us  ;  they  live  only  for  our  pleasure  ;  to  them 
we  are  their  lord  and  God  !  " 

"  They  are  fools,"  returned  the  white  girl  with 
flashing  eyes  and  curling  lips.  "  And  I  pity  them." 

"  Why  ?  "  said  the  Rajah  coolly,  blowing  smoke 
from  his  cigarette. 

"  Because  of  the  life  they  have,"  she  flashed  back. 
"  They  are  cooped  up  and  hidden  from  every  one. 
They  dare  not  go  in  the  streets,  for  they  must  not  be 
seen.  And  even  in  their  homes,  or  palaces,  they  are 
hidden  from  sight.  But  they  are  fools,  or  it  would 
be  otherwise !  " 

"  I  think  not,"  returned  the  Rajah.  "  I  cannot 
imagine  one  of  them  adopting  your  attitude,  my 
lovely,  self-willed  Valerie.  They  know  a  woman  was 
made  to  obey,  not  rule  !  " 

"  Some  women,  perhaps,"  said  Valerie  with  her 
defiant  look  and  curling  lips.  "  But  we  are  teaching 
them  different.  We  are  gradually  making  them  more 
civilised." 

"  Yet  for  all  your  interference  they  will  still  live 
to  obey  and  serve  us.  And  you,  my  Valerie,  will 
serve  also ;  you  will  learn  what  it  is  to  serve  instead 
of  being  served.  You  thought  to  get  much  from  me, 
but  you  will  get  nothing — nothing.  You  will  lose  this 
time.  I  am  not  easily  played  with.  You  will  stay 
here,  my  slave,  until  I  tire  of  you.  My  commands 
are  obeyed — as  you  must  learn  !  " 

She  regarded  him,  pale  and  furious  and  stiff  with 
assurance  and  defiance. 

"  You  will  give  me  no  commands,"  said  she  with 
a  curl  of  her  scornful  lips,  "  that  I  will  obey !  " 
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He  gave  her  a  steady,  narrowed  look,  the  faint 
smile  still  turning  the  corners  of  his  hard-set  lips. 
Turning,  he  tossed  his  cigarette  into  a  bronze  bowl  on 
a  table  by  the  divan  from  which  the  opalescent  smoke 
of  burning  incense  rose,  and  stepped  to  the  shining, 
rug-strewn  floor  again,  slim,  youthful,  commanding. 
Instinctively  Valerie  went  back  a  step,  dragging,  with 
her  heel,  a  scarlet,  fringed  drapery,  and  then  she  drew 
herself  up,  stiff,  hostile. 

"  Until  I  have  shown  you  I  am  your  master,  my 
beautiful  white  slave." 

He  stepped  up  to  her  with  his  leisurely  stride  and 
clink  of  spurs,  one  slender  hand,  deeply  bronzed  and 
flashing  light  from  two  rings,  resting  on  his  hip,  the 
white  coat  fitting  tightly  to  his  figure  and  revealing 
all  its  slimness  and  supple  grace.  A  smile  broke  the 
merciless  set  of  his  delicate  lips  and  the  mocking,  inso- 
lent look  of  his  narrowed  eyes  again  aroused  in  her  a 
desire  to  strike  him. 

"  'Tis  quite  time  you  met  your  master,  my  cold, 
scornful  beauty.  So  far  you  have  only  met  fools  and 
have  played  with  them  at  your  pleasure.  But,  you 
will  remember  what  I  told  you  in  Poona,  you  have 
played  once  too  often  and  with  the  wrong  man.  You 
should  have  thought  twice  before  deciding  to  make 
me  your  tool.  You  may  be  able  to  play  with  those 
poor  fools  you  know,  but  I  think  I  shall  be  the  last 
you'll  play  with  !  'Tis  your  rule  to  take  all  and  give 
nothing — now  you  shall  give  !  " 

His  slender  hands  came  out  suddenly  and  caught 
her  wrists.  She  did  not  struggle,  but  strained  back 
from  him,  cold,  rigid,  but  with  her  blue  eyes  flashing. 

"  You  will  find  I  am  not  as  other  Indians." 

She  jerked  her  hands  suddenly,  with  her  full  strength, 
but  this  time  she  did  not  win  free.  His  brown  fingers 
did  but  close  the  tighter  about  her  wrists  till  she  was 
held  as  in  a  vice  and,  almost  wincing  with  the  pain, 
she  marvelled  at  their  strength. 
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"  Release  me  !  "  she  cried,  her  eyes  blazing,  but  in 
answer  his  even  mocking  laughter  rang  out. 

"  You  shall  not  only  have  an  Indian's  notice — but 
an  Indian's  kisses — an  Indian's  love  !  " 

And  moving  his  hold  suddenly  he  bent  and  caught 
her  in  his  arms.  A  faint  cry  left  Valerie's  lips  and 
then  she  set  her  firm  mouth  hardly,  bracing  herself 
for  the  struggle  that  was  to  come.  Silently  they 
fought,  struggling  for  mastery  in  that  wide,  beautiful 
hall.  Valerie  had  prided  herself  that  she  was  exceed- 
ingly, coldly  civilised,  but  it  appeared  that  the  veneer 
of  civilisation  was  but  thin  after  all ;  she  was  primitive 
enough  now,  primitive  woman  fighting  with  a  fury 
that  surprised  herself.  Knowing  she  was  strong,  she 
strained  and  writhed  her  supple  limbs  in  his  hold, 
furiously,  desperately  exerting  her  strength  against 
him,  striving  to  escape  or  to  make  his  mastery  of  her 
no  easy  matter.  Her  riding  boot  scraped  along  the 
floor  and,  with  a  vicious  kick,  overturned  one  of  the 
small  tables  with  a  loud  clatter.  Then  her  struggle 
ended.  Young  and  slender  though  he  was,  an  open- 
air  life  in  India  had  bred  in  Ramazan  a  steely  strength 
against  which  her  fierce  resistance  was  as  a  child's. 
His  slim,  lithe  body  had  a  wiriness  and  a  power  that 
made  her  gasp  with  amazement  as,  mercilessly,  he 
checked  her  struggles,  crushing  her  against  him,  his 
arms  about  her  with  the  flexible  strength  of  steel. 

Their  struggle  had  taken  them  towards  the  divan, 
Ramazan's  spurs  dragging  up  the  rich  rugs  and  draperies 
ruthlessly,  and  lifting  her  up  the  step  he  dropped 
one  knee  upon  the  cushions  and  bent  her  back  in  his 
arms,  helpless,  panting  and  furious  beyond  words. 

So  he  held  her  and  looked  down  at  her,  breathing 
quickly,  his  dark  face  merciless,  strangely  attractive, 
a  gleam  in  the  brown  eyes,  mockery  in  the  laughing 
lips.  Her  hair,  loosened  by  the  struggle,  hung  about 
her  face  and  shoulders  like  a  rich,  dark  frame ;  her 
eyes  blazed  up  at  him  with  such  fury,  and  hate  too, 
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as  he  had  never  seen  in  human  eyes  before,  yet  they 
were  beautiful  with  it,  amazingly  beautiful  with  their 
wideness,  darkness  and  fire  and  he  caught  his  breath 
sharply. 

"  Let  me  go !  "  she  blazed.     "  I — hate  you !  " 

He  bent  yet  nearer  and,  despite  her  furious  writhings, 
crushed  his  lips  full  upon  her  beautiful,  scornful  mouth 
in  a  kiss  that  held  all  the  fire  of  an  impetuous,  untamed 
nature. 

Valerie  Ransome,  cool  beauty  of  society,  had  never 
felt  so  much  as  the  touch  of  a  man's  passion.  Love 
and  many  men  had  she  played  with,  yet  they  were 
wonderful,  indeed,  who  gained  so  much  as  the  touch 
of  her  lips.  Now,  however,  she  was  forced  to  endure 
that  fire  with  which  she  had  played.  Now  a  man's 
unbridled  passion  enveloped  her  with  such  fierceness 
and  ruthlessness  that  she  felt  seared  to  the  very  soul. 
And  still  his  lips  crushed  hers,  still,  helpless,  she  lay 
in  his  tightening  hold. 

She  felt  her  very  senses  swooning ;  the  drifting 
perfume  in  the  hall  came  about  them  with  overpower- 
ing strength  ;  had  he  relaxed  his  hold  she  felt  incapable 
or  even  struggling  from  him.  Limply  she  lay  in  his 
arms. 

Dropping  her  upon  the  divan  Ramazan  turned  to 
the  side  table  and,  opening  the  silver  box,  selected  a 
cigarette.  When  it  was  lit  he  lightly  touched  a  gong 
by  the  divan  head. 

Soft-footed  an  Indian  entered  the  hall,  and  salaamed 
lightly.  There  was  a  quick  exchange  of  Hindustani ; 
then,  with  another  salaam,  the  man  withdrew. 

Scarcely  a  minute  had  passed  ere  two  natives  in 
white  robes,  the  fat  native  woman,  and  two  other 
Indian  women,  one  in  a  bright  orange  sari  with  gold 
ear-rings  in  her  ears  and  the  other  in  light  draperies 
and  a  veil,  entered  the  hall. 

The  Rajah  addressed  them,  still  smoking ;  then, 
tossing  away  his  half-smoked  cigarette,  he  swung 
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round  to  face  the  divan.  She  had  drawn  herself  up 
from  the  midst  of  the  yielding  cushions,  the  back  of 
one  hand  against  her  smarting  lips. 

"  Thou  art  very  beautiful  in  that  boyish  garb,  but 
in  Eastern  dress  thou  wouldst  be  yet  more  beautiful. 
It  does  not  become  a  woman  to  dress  as  a  man.  She 
hides  her  grace  and  loveliness  thus  attired.  The 
cooler,  daintier  dress  of  the  East  would  reveal  that 
wondrous  beauty  of  thine  to  perfection.  I  have  seen 
once — thou  art  more  a  woman  then.  And  you  will 
dress  so  now !  These  " — he  waved  a  hand  towards 
the  three  women — "  are  your  attendants  and  they 
will  conduct  you  to  the  apartments  you  will  occupy. 
They  will  bring  garments  and  will  attend  upon  you. 
Go." 

She  gave  him  a  look  of  hate  and  fury  from  blackly 
blue  eyes. 

"  You  may  give  orders,  you  insolent  native,  but  I 
— will  never  obey  them  !  " 

His  dark  brown  eyes  blazed  in  answer,  and  then 
were  as  narrowed  as  before  and  his  attractive  face 
as  inscrutably  calm.  He  turned  and  addressed  the 
Indians.  The  men  went  quickly  out  of  the  hall  by 
the  entrance  on  the  right ;  the  women  waited.  Then 
he  swung  round  again. 

Hardly  had  her  look  met  his  or  he  had  taken  a 
step  forward  than  Valerie  had  some  idea  of  his  purpose 
and  with  a  faint  cry  sprang  from  the  divan.  But  he 
caught  her  by  the  wrist,  preventing  her  escape,  pulled 
her  half  roughly  against  him  and,  flinging  his  arms 
about  her,  swung  her  up  and  carried  her  from  the  hall, 
also  by  the  right  entrance,  followed  by  the  three 
native  women. 


CHAPTER  XIV 

VALERIE,   drawing  herself  up  with  a  return 
of  that  spirit  which  kept  a  sick  fury  smoulder- 
ing   within    her,    glanced    about    the    rich 
chamber  in  which  she  found  herself.     She  knew  that 
she  was  in  the  Rajah's  private  apartments,  and  with  a 
widened  glance,  her  hands  gripping   the  cushions  of 
the  wide  couch  on  which  she  sat,  she  looked  about 
her. 

He  had  carried  her  from  the  big  hall,  along  a  short 
passage,  through  gilt-covered  gates  under  a  delicate 
archway,  before  which  a  native  in  full  yellow  drawers, 
with  a  scimitar  hanging  from  his  waist,  had  stood, 
and  into  the  big  apartment.  Putting  her  down  upon 
the  couch  there  he  had  addressed  a  few  words  to  the 
following  native  women,  none  to  her,  and  walked 
out  of  the  chamber  through  heavy  orange  curtains 
which  hung  almost  opposite  the  archway  entrance. 

It  was  an  apartment  almost  like  a  small  hall,  but 
far  more  richly  and  luxuriously  furnished  and  so  lofty 
that  the  ceiling  seemed  to  be  below  the  roof  of  the 
palace,  for  it  was  dome-shaped,  high  in  the  middle, 
with  two  slanting  windows  with  diamond  panes  which 
showed  the  blue  of  an  Indian  sky  and  gave  light  to  the 
place.  Wonderful  patterns  in  mosaic  adorned  the 
walls,  gorgeous  Indian  rugs  and  carpets  were  strewn 
across  the  floor,  so  that  little  of  it  could  be  seen ; 
a  number  of  small  tables  with  a  few  pieces  of  other 
furniture  stood  about  and  the  one  wide,  square  couch 
in  the  middle  was  heaped  with  cushions  of  different 
shapes  and  sizes  and  the  vivid,  mingling  colours 
reminded  one  of  an  Eastern  bazaar.  Opalescent, 
scented  smoke  rose  from  the  mouth  of  a  jade  green 
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god  on  one  side  and  the  air  was  warmer  than  that  in 
the  main  hall. 

Her  red  lips  curled,  almost  with  scorn  for  herself. 
Cool,  assured  girl  of  the  world  that  she  was,  she  had 
been  almost  a  fool  —  yes,  almost  a  fool  !  What  had 
her  assurance,  her  will,  brought  her  here  ?  Nothing 
—  nothing  against  his  power  and  his  brute  strength. 
What  could  civilisation  do  in  this  far-away  Indian 
palace  ?  How  could  it  help  her  now  ?  It  was  as 
nothing  to  the  power  the  Rajah  wielded.  He  was  a 
prince  here,  lord  of  all  he  surveyed.  He  could  do  as 
he  pleased.  Here  the  fiery  passions  of  the  East  were 
uncontrolled  by  civilisation.  And  they  had  all  warned 
her,  including  poor  Lewis  ;  but  it  had  not  been  in  her 
nature  to  heed  them,  and  now  she  was  learning  the 
truth,  more  realistically  than  she  had  ever  thought  to, 
and  to  her  cost. 

The  influence  she  had  with  the  English  authorities 
could  help  her  little  now,  but  the  knowledge  of  it  gave 
her  a  keen  pleasure,  for  when  she  escaped  she  could 
use  it  to  such  extent  that  he  should  pay  to  the  utter- 
most for  what  he  had  done  that  day  —  insolent  devil 
of  a  native  that  he  was  ! 

She  drew  a  long,  swift  breath  through  set  teeth. 
Her  lips  still  burned  from  the  touch  of  his  and  still 
she  felt  the  power  of  his  arms  about  her.  But  he  had 
not  won  !  The  contest  was  not  yet  over  between 
them  ;  she  had  to  escape,  to  escape  as  soon  as  possible. 

The  three  native  women  hovered  about  her,  but  at 
first  she  was  not  conscious  of  their  presence. 

"  —  Mem-sahib,    you    come,    bath,    put    d'ese    on 


She  became  aware  that  the  Indian  woman  in  orange 
had  been  addressing  her  in  English.  She  glanced  at 
the  lovely  garments  the  woman  held,  a  jacket  covered 
with  pearls  and  red  and  green  stones,  thin  silk  drawers 
in  orange,  with  a  gold,  jewelled  waist-belt  and  anklets, 
embroidered  slippers  and  filmy  veils,  and  on  the  first 
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look  was  conscious  of  their  thinness  and  scantiness, 
despite  their  richness.  Even  as  she  noted  the  gar- 
ments she  became  aware  that  the  fat  native  woman, 
with  many  grunts  and  strange  words,  was  touching 
her  thick,  fallen  hair,  her  cheek,  her  white  riding 
dress,  and  with  a  blaze  of  fury  she  sprang  to  her  feet. 
Somehow  the  sight  of  the  three  Indian  women  in  their 
thin,  bright  garments  aroused  in  her  a  greater  rage. 
The  one  in  the  vivid  orange  sari  had  big  gold  ear-rings 
hanging  from  her  ears  ;  the  other,  a  younger  woman, 
though  much  veiled,  showed  a  bare,  dark,  supple  waist 
between  her  breast  jacket  and  the  elaborate  girdle  of 
her  thin  drawers.  They  could  not  be  called  beautiful, 
possessing  the  Indian  darkness  and  heavy  features, 
but  Valerie's  fury  was  such  that  she  could  hardly 
account  for,  such  as  she  had  never  experienced  before, 
and  for  a  moment  she  could  not  speak. 

"  Mem-sahib,  you  come,  bathe,  dress  ?  "  The  veiled 

one  could  also  speak  English.  "  We  have "  But 

she  was  swiftly  interrupted. 

"  Go  !  "  blazed  Valerie.  "  Leave  me  at  once  !  How 
dare  you  come  here ;  how  dare  you  touch  me !  I 
will  not  dress  or  put  on  those  things.  Go — leave  me 
this  moment " 

The  fury  that  she  could  not  let  loose  upon  her 
mocking  Indian  captor  she  released  now.  The  three 
women,  shrinking  back,  regarded  the  beautiful,  furious 
white  girl  with  wide  eyes  of  awe  and  fear ;  then,  as 
she  advanced  upon  them,  they  turned  and  fled,  the 
fat  woman  and  the  veiled  one  out  by  the  archway 
entrance  and  the  one  in  the  sari  through  the  orange 
curtains  into  the  inner  apartment. 

A  faint  smile  curled  Valerie's  red  lips,  though  fury 
still  glinted  in  her  blue  eyes.  She  stood  a  slim,  white, 
commanding  figure  in  the  middle  of  the  big,  luxurious 
chamber,  twisting  up  her  fallen  hair  and  fixing  it  a 
dark,  waving  mass  about  her  head.  The  silence  was 
now  strange,  brooding.  The  scented  smoke  curled 
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about  her  and  the  warm,  languorous  air  made  her  feel 
exceedingly  hot  in  her  riding  suit. 

Then  came  a  loud  jingle  of  spurs  in  the  inner  cham- 
ber, which  made  her  turn  swiftly,  the  orange  curtains 
were  abruptly  parted  and  the  Rajah  stepped  into 
the  apartment. 

His  white  coat  was  unfastened,  showing,  beneath, 
white  riding  breeches,  a  scarlet  sash  round  his  waist, 
and  a  tight,  embroidered  jacket  open  at  the  throat. 

Her  head  jerked  up ;  the  blaze  of  her  blue  eyes, 
which  held  cool  defiance  now,  met  the  furious  blaze 
of  his.  Across  the  space  that  divided  them  in  that 
luxurious  chamber  they  confronted  each  other,  each 
in  the  grip  of  passion,  each  holding  themselves 
taut. 

The  Rajah  folded  his  arms,  still  regarding  her,  but 
her  look  remained  defiant,  challenging  him.  Ramazan 
could  often  be  silent,  but  his  silence  was  more  eloquent 
and  forbidding  than  any  words.  His  masterful, 
picturesque  presence  seemed  to  fill  the  rich  chamber. 
The  silence  held,  more  still  and  intense. 

Then  the  blaze  of  his  dark  eyes  was  veiled  as  his 
look  narrowed.  He  laughed. 

"  Little  devil !  Thou  wilt  make  a  good  mate  for 
Ramazan  of  Kashmine  !  " 

Then  he  moved  a  leisurely  step  forward,  a  merciless 
set  to  his  mocking  lips  again. 

"  Is  it  your  desire,  then,  that  /  should  attend  upon 

you  ? " 

The  fire  of  her  look  departed,  the  black  lashes  came 
down  to  almost  hide  the  glittering  blue  eyes  and  her 
glance  became  as  narrowed  and  calculating  as  his  own. 
Then  she  looked  up  again,  with  eyes  that  were  now 
wide  and  dark. 

"  Oh,  will  you  even  force  me  to  this  ?  "  Her  voice 
was  changed,  sounding  distracted,  and  her  long,  white 
hands  clasped  tightly  together  before  her.  "  Will 
you  make  me  put  on  those  hateful  things  ?  " 
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"  You  will  dress — as  I  bade  you  !  "  he  returned. 
"  Those  clothes  belong  to  civilisation  and  here  they 
will  not  do." 

"  I — I  will  put  on  the  others  then.  Leave  me — and 
let  me  be  alone." 

He  stood  silent  a  moment,  while  Valerie  kept  her 
head  lowered,  then,  with  a  faint  smile,  he  turned  and 
stepped  to  the  curtains. 

"  The  women  will  wait  upon  you,"  said  he,  and  flung 
the  curtains  to  behind  him. 

Her  head  came  up,  her  look  changed  again,  her  eyes 
as  brilliantly  flashing  as  before. 

"  Will  they !  "  she  murmured  through  set  teeth, 
regarding  the  orange  curtains.  "  We'll  see  if  they  do. 
You  have  yet  to  understand  I'm  not  one  of  your  bought 
women,  but  white,  and  free,  you  insolent  native  ! 
Fool,  to  think  I'm  so  easily  mastered." 

Then,  ere  the  orange  curtains  had  ceased  to  move, 
she  flashed  a  glance  round,  ran  across  the  rich  rugs 
and  carpets  of  the  chamber  and  flung  aside  the  white 
curtains  which  hung  before  the  main  entrance.  Coming 
to  the  archway  she  stopped,  but  no  one  seemed  about ; 
even  the  native  beyond  the  gate  had  gone.  She 
tried  the  gate,  but  it  was  fastened ;  even  when  she 
put  her  strength  against  it,  it  did  not  move.  Her 
white  fingers  moved  swiftly  over  and  about  the  solid, 
gilded  openwork  of  it,  striving  to  find  the  catch  or  the 
lock.  But  all  unavailing  ;  she  could  find  no  way  to 
open  it  and  it  remained  firm  and  unyielding,  a  delicate 
yet  formidable  network  barrier  through  which  she 
could  see  the  short  passage  to  the  mam  hall. 

A  while  she  stood,  gripping  the  gilded  iron  ;  then, 
whirling  round,  she  pushed  through  the  white  curtains 
and  re-entered  the  big,  warm  chamber. 

Her  glance  went  to  the  other  entrance.  She  stood 
a  moment  by  the  wide  couch,  hesitating.  Then,  softly 
and  cautiously,  she  approached  the  orange  curtains. 
Her  hands  went  out  and  touched  them,  slipped  over 


RAMAZAN,  THE   RAJAH  125 

their  richness  and  softness ;  slowly,  cautiously,  she 
parted  them  and  looked  within. 

It  took  her  but  a  moment  to  discover  that  the  only 
occupant  of  the  inner  chamber  was  the  native  woman 
in  the  orange  sari. 

She  stepped  between  the  curtains  and  stopped,  her 
attention  fixed  upon  the  apartment.  It  was  different 
to  the  other,  much  smaller  and  lit  by  a  big  lamp 
hanging  from  the  wonderfully  worked  ceiling  by  a  long 
chain  which  threw  a  rich  orange  light  about  the  place, 
subduing  the  many  vivid  colours  of  the  cushions, 
draperies,  curtains,  and  carpets.  Across  the  back  of 
the  chamber,  and  taking  half  its  size,  was  what  she 
took  to  be  a  large  divan  until  she  saw  its  width  and 
the  rich  red  curtains  draped  at  the  back  and  drawn 
to  the  sides  with  tasselled  cords  and  then  she  knew 
it  for  an  Eastern  bed,  and  with  a  quick  catch  of  her 
breath  she  moved  back  against  the  curtains,  her  hand 
going  to  her  breast. 

Her  look  flashed  round  the  apartment,  taking  in, 
in  a  glance,  its  seductive,  Oriental  beauty.  On  one 
side,  near  the  head  of  the  bed,  was  a  cabinet  with 
large  drawers,  inlaid  with  pearl,  and  on  the  other  a 
large  gilt-framed  mirror  with  a  step,  while  against 
the  side  of  the  bed  were  two  small  Indian  tables. 
The  bed  itself  was  heaped  with  big,  vivid-coloured 
cushions,  and  elegant  draperies  were  flung  half  upon 
it  in  attractive  disarray,  while  the  rich  carpet  of  red 
and  orange  covered  the  floor  and  was  soft  to  the  foot. 
Gold  curtains  on  the  left  and  the  right  hid  two  other, 
but  smaller,  entrances.  The  hot  air  and  drifting, 
Oriental  scents  made  it  a  chamber  characteristic  of 
the  East. 

The  impulse  to  turn  and  flee  back  to  the  other 
apartment  almost  overmastered  Valerie.  It  was  only 
the  remembrance  of  the  firmly  shut  gate  and  the 
sight  of  the  two  entrances  that  kept  her  within  the 
smaller  chamber. 
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The  Indian  woman  had  laid  the  garments  on  the 
foot  of  the  bed  and  now  looked  half  eagerly,  half 
fearfully  to  the  white  girl.  Valerie  took  a  step  forward 
and  pointed  to  the  entrance  on  the  left. 

"  What  is  that  ?     Where  does  that  lead  ?  " 

The  woman  made  obeisance. 

"  My  lord " 

Valerie  drew  her  breath  through  her  teeth  and, 
turning  swiftly,  pointed  to  the  other  on  the  right. 

"  That  one  !     Where  does  that  go  ?  " 

"  The  bath " 

Valerie  swung  round  and,  pushing  through  the  orange 
curtains,  stepped  swiftly  back  into  the  big  chamber. 
Her  hand  was  still  on  her  breast  and  beneath  it  she 
could  feel  her  heart  throbbing  heavily.  She  stood  a 
moment  striving  to  control  herself,  thinking,  looking 
round  her.  Then,  again,  she  ran  across  the  richly 
carpeted  floor  to  the  archway  and  stopping  before 
the  closed  gate  cast  a  quick  glance  over  it. 

The  gate  was  about  seven  feet  high,  and  as  it  was 
straight  across  the  top  and  the  archway  rounded 
there  was  an  opening  of  about  two  feet  above  it. 

Valerie  set  her  foot  in  an  open  part  of  the  pattern 
and  lifted  herself  up,  and  so  on  until  she  had  clam- 
bered to  the  top  of  the  gate,  then,  getting  one  leg 
over,  she  squeezed  herself  through  the  opening  between 
gate  and  arch,  and  as  she  had  got  up  climbed  down 
the  other  side.  Her  riding  dress  made  it  less  difficult 
for  her,  and  flushed  and  triumphant  she  stood  in  the 
passage. 

Valerie's's  red  lips  curled  and  her  glance  was  mocking 
as  she  cast  a  look  at  the  gate.  It  might  be  an  effective 
bar  for  Orientals,  but  for  an  Englishman  or  woman, 
for  someone  civilised,  it  presented  no  such  impassable 
barrier.  They  were  fools  or  they  would  see  the  way 
through ! 

She  turned  and  walked  swiftly  and  cautiously  to  the 
entrance  to  the  hall.  There  were  similar  gates  there, 
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but  they  were  open.  Parting  the  curtains,  she  looked 
into  the  hall.  Three  or  four  natives  moved  about 
arranging  the  disordered  cushions  of  the  divan  and 
placing  various  things  upon  the  tables.  She  waited. 

Leaning  back  she  clung  a  moment  to  the  curtains. 
What  a  position  for  her  to  be  in  !  One  that  she  had 
heard  much  of,  but  at  which  she  had  usually  laughed. 
The  captive  of  a  Rajah.  Captive  in  an  Oriental  palace. 
And  she,  Valerie  Ransome,  the  girl  of  society,  was 
now  in  that  position. 

The  natives  in  the  big  hall  withdrew  and  for  a  while 
it  was  empty.  Dragging  aside  the  curtains,  she  stepped 
in. 

The  air  enveloped  her  slightly,  deliciously  cooler ; 
the  blue  and  white  walls  and  floor,  the  white  pillars 
at  the  back  and  the  beautiful  tank  in  the  middle 
increased  this  sense  of  coolness  after  being  in  the 
Rajah's  apartments  and  the  playing  fountain  made 
tinkling  music.  Flashing  a  glance  round,  she  stood 
irresolute  ;  then,  turning,  ran  swiftly  and  as  quietly 
as  she  could  with  riding  boots  down  the  long  hall. 

The  cockatoo  opened  its  wings  and  shrieked.  Valerie 
checked  her  run  half-way  down  the  hall  and  slid  on 
a  silken  carpet.  Then,  seeing  the  bird,  she  started 
off  again. 

Slightly  panting  she  reached  the  white  curtains  at 
the  bottom,  brushed  through  them,  and  ran  up  the 
four  steps  to  the  pavilion.  The  two  big  Nubians 
sprang  forward,  and  as  she  stopped  with  a  faint 
exclamation  their  scimitars  crossed  before  her,  barring 
her  way. 

The  white  girl  stood,  her  hands  clenched,  slightly 
panting ;  then  she  tried  to  dodge  round  them,  but 
again,  and  yet  again,  their  scimitars  clashed  before 
her.  She  cast  a  glance  at  them.  They  were  huge 
men,  their  black,  muscular  bodies  only  half  covered 
by  the  tiger  skins  they  wore.  She  guessed  that  one 
could  pick  her  up  with  the  greatest  ease.  She  looked 
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over  the  crossed  scimitars.  Down  in  the  courtyard 
half  a  dozen  Indians  were  lounging  about  the  water- 
basin.  The  sun  had  almost  set ;  in  the  west  the  sky 
glowed  crimson,  while  in  the  east  it  was  a  deep  purple 
and  already  the  planets  had  appeared  to  shine  like 
pale  jewels  in  the  heavens. 

Valerie  turned,  ran  down  the  steps,  between  the 
white  curtains,  and  back  up  the  long  hall,  without 
waiting  to  see  if  anyone  was  then  in  it.  There  was 
no  chance  for  her  to  escape  through  the  guard  before 
the  palace,  but  she  was  sure  there  was  another  entrance 
to  it.  And  she  had  to  escape. 

The  cockatoo  turned  a  golden  eye  towards  her  and 
then  opened  its  wings  wide  as  the  wind  of  her  flight 
blew  up  its  feathers.  Past  the  divan,  past  the  entrance 
by  which  she  had  entered  the  hall  and  up  to  the  pillars 
at  the  back  where,  by  the  curtains  of  another  doorway 
on  the  same  side,  she  stopped. 

Cautiously  parting  the  curtains,  she  entered  and 
traversed  a  short  passage,  various  other  chambers, 
and  then,  climbing  another  gate  as  before,  she  descended 
half  a  dozen  wide  steps  and  entered  a  wide,  cool  place. 

It  was  like  a  big  hall  below  the  level  of  the  palace, 
cool  and  dark.  In  the  middle  was  a  large,  square 
tank  with  steps  which  ascended  to  the  narrow  blue 
and  white-tiled  floor  round  it.  There  were  few  rugs 
about  and  the  seats  were  of  stone  or  marble  with  a 
silk  drapery  thrown  across  them  here  and  there. 
Even  the  walls  were  tiled.  A  faint  perfume  was  in 
the  air  and  the  ever-moving  water  gave  out  a  wonder- 
fully cool  sound. 

Valerie  guessed  that  she  had  entered  an  Oriental 
bathroom.  It  was  deliciously  cool  and  spacious  there, 
and  her  steps  grew  slower  as  she  walked  along  the 
tiled  floor.  The  fault  perfume  was  strangely  sweet. 
She  had  a  great  longing  to  sink  upon  one  of  the  stone 
seats  and,  resting  there,  trouble  about  nothing.  There, 
surely,  Time  could  be  of  no  account. 
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She  roused  herself ;  she  forced  herself  to  hurry 
forward.  Time  was  of  account — of  the  greatest 
account  to  her.  She  had  not  yet  escaped ;  she,  a 
white  girl,  was  still  captive  in  the  Rajah's  palace. 
And  night  was  approaching  with  the  merciless  swiftness 
of  the  tropics. 

At  the  other  end  of  the  bath-chamber  was  a  short 
staircase  which,  after  half  a  dozen  steps,  branched 
into  two,  one  going  up  right,  the  other  left.  Valerie 
ascended,  hesitated  a  moment  between  the  two,  and 
then  went  up  the  one  on  the  right. 

Narrow  doors  opened  outward  from  the  bath- 
chamber,  but  inward  to  another  chamber.  She  entered 
and  closed  them  behind  her.  Silken  curtains  hung 
before  her.  These  she  parted  and  stepped  through, 
into  a  small,  warm  apartment  lit  with  vivid  orange 
light  which  came  from  a  big  lamp  hanging  in  the 
middle,  and  then,  with  a  faint  cry,  she  came  back, 
clinging  to  the  curtains  behind  her. 

Before  a  large  oval  mirror,  in  white  breeches  and 
silk  shirt,  stood  the  Rajah,  in  his  hand  an  end  of  the 
scarlet  silk  which  he  had  been  winding  into  a  turban 
round  his  head.  On  the  couch  in  the  middle  was  a 
pile  of  rich  robes,  and  beside  him  stood  two  of  the 
Indians  who  had  preceded  him  from  the  hall. 

She  had  found  her  way  into  the  very  apartment  of 
the  Rajah  ! 
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CHAPTER  XV 

THE  dismay  and  rage  which  gripped  Valerie 
Ransome  left  her  speechless  after  that  one 
faint  cry,  and,  as  the  situation  showed  itself 
clearer  to  her,  she  drew  back  yet  more  in  a  quick  con- 
fusion which,  however,  made  her  the  more  angry.  She 
felt  her  cheeks  flushed  and  burning,  despite  her  efforts 
to  remain  cold  and  unconcerned.  At  that  moment 
she  would  have  given  half  the  wealth  she  possessed  to 
be  in  any  other  place  than  where  she  was. 

The  Rajah  had  turned  quickly  and  his  dark  eyes 
opened  wide,  with  amazement  it  seemed  to  Valerie. 
Then  they  gleamed  suddenly,  ardently,  and  a  smile 
curved  his  well-shaped  lips. 

His  look  increased  Valerie's  confusion.  She  felt  her 
cheeks  burning  yet  more  and  thought  that  he  must  be 
secretly  enjoying  her  discomfiture,  for  he,  himself, 
showed  not  the  slightest  discomposure  at  being  intruded 
upon  by  her,  in  the  midst  of  dressing.  The  two  natives 
had  discreetly  vanished  and  she  had  an  overwhelming 
desire  to  turn  and  hurry  from  the  apartment  the  way 
she  had  entered.  But  such  a  retreat  might  have  been 
other  than  dignified  and,  moreover,  she  still  wished  to 
show  him  that  she  had  only  contempt  and  defiance  for 
him. 

"  Indeed,"  said  the  Rajah  at  last,  his  steady,  burn- 
ing glance  still  on  her,  "  I  did  not  think  to  have  the 
pleasure  of  a  visit  from  you  so  soon." 

Valerie  stiffened  and  sought  for  a  cutting  reply,  but 
no  words  could  be  found  for  the  situation.  She  longed 
to  escape  from  the  room,  from  his  gleaming,  eloquent 
look. 

"  Though  I  fail  to  understand,"  he  proceeded,  "  why 
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you  should  take  the  longest  way  round  to  my 
chamber." 

Valerie  took  a  step  forward,  furious  beyond  silence 
then. 

"  You  know  very  well  I  should  never  have  come 
here  if  I'd  known  it  was  your  room,  or  you  were  here  !  " 

"  No  ?  " 

"  Of  course  not !  " 

His  smile  ended  in  soft  laughter.  He  wound  the 
strip  of  scarlet  silk  he  still  held  once  more  round  his 
head,  tucked  it  in  in  front,  and  bending  to  a  box  on  a 
table  by  the  mirror  picked  up  a  jewel  which  he  fixed 
in  front  on  his  forehead,  a  large  star  gleaming  with 
white  stones. 

The  scarlet  turban  and  jewel  gave  Ramazan  a  look 
of  aloftness  and  splendour,  yet  in  the  white  shirt,  open 
at  the  throat,  he  appeared  very  slender  and  the  thin 
silk  of  it  showed  the  graceful  yet  wiry  suppleness  of 
his  slim  body.  In  the  white  breeches  and  shirt,  des- 
pite the  turban,  he  looked  very  European — more 
European,  thought  Valerie,  than  she  had  ever  seen 
him. 

"  Then,  if  I  am  not  fortunate  enough  to  be  the  reason 
for  your  presence  here,  must  I  think  that  you  were 
looking  at  the  palace  ?  " 

"  You  know  quite  well  how  I  came  in  here,"  cried 
Valerie  with  an  angry  gesture.  Her  cheeks  were  still 
flushed  ;  she  felt  the  situation  quite  against  her.  "  I 
have  told  you — I  shall  escape  on  the  first  opportunity." 

"  Yet  your  first  attempt  leads  you  back  to  me." 

Valerie  jerked  up  her  head,  giving  him  one  furious, 
defiant  glance,  and  turning  round  caught  the  silken 
curtains  through  which  she  had  come.  But  his  voice 
stopped  her  as  she  parted  them. 

"  Nay,  if  you  would  leave  me  so  soon,  why  go  all 
the  long  way  back  that  you  have  come  ?  "  He  walked 
across  the  floor  with  a  musical  jingle  of  spurs  and  drew 
back  long  yellow  curtains  before  an  entrance  the  other 
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side  of  the  apartment.     "  This  is  surely  the  nearer 
way  for  you." 

Valerie  hesitated,  half  turned  towards  him,  still 
holding  the  curtains  apart.  Then,  letting  them  fall 
into  place,  she  walked  across  the  small  apartment 
with  a  swinging,  commanding  stride,  which  surely 
proclaimed  her  defiance,  and  passed  beneath  the  cur- 
tains he  held  back. 

It  took  her  but  a  moment  to  recognise  the  chamber 
into  which  she  stepped  and  with  a  faint  catch  of  breath 
she  stopped  short.  It  was  the  brilliant,  luxurious  bed- 
chamber from  which  she  had  hurried  so  short  a  while 
before,  and  the  native  woman  was  still  in  the  room, 
sitting  on  the  foot  of  the  gorgeously  cushioned  bed  ! 

Rage  and  dismay  held  Valerie  speechless.  She  had 
come  back  to  the  very  place  from  which  she  had 
started  !  After  all  her  high  hopes  and  triumphant 
feelings  she  had  come  back  to  the  very  place  from 
which  she  had  taken  so  much  trouble  to  escape  ! 

A  little  fear  stirred  her,  too.    This  was  her  first 
attempt  to  escape — and  this  was  how  it  had  ended  ! 
Could  it  be  true  that,  from  the  palace  of  the  Rajah, 

there   was   no    escape  ?      Was  his   power   so   great 

p 

She  heard  the  swish  of  the  curtains  as  they  fell 
together,  the  jingle  of  Ramazan's  spurs  as  he  stepped 
into  the  chamber  behind  her,  and  with  a  swifter  stride 
than  before  and  a  heart  that  seemed  to  throb  in  her 
throat  she  went  across  the  apartment  and  out  to  the 
big  chamber  with  its  high,  domed  roof. 

He  followed  her ;  the  musical  tinkle  of  his  spurs  as 
he  strode  over  the  rich  carpets  seemed  to  her  a  menac- 
ing sound.  She  stopped  by  the  big  couch  in  the  middle, 
tense,  on  the  alert.  He  rested  one  hand  on  the  scarlet 
sash  round  his  waist ;  his  dark,  glinting  glance  flashed 
up  and  down  her  stiff,  white-clad  figure,  bringing  the 
colour  to  her  face  again. 

"  Did  I  not  say  it  was  my  wish  that  you  should 
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dress ;  that  you  should  put  on  the  garments  brought 
for  you  ?  " 

'  Your  wishes,"  said  she,  with  a  jerk  of  her  dark 
head,  "  are  of  no  consequence  to  me." 

'  You  are  disobedient."  His  dark,  straight  brows 
drew  together  ;  his  delicate  lips  took  on  a  hard,  cruel 
set.  "  When  I,  the  Rajah,  give  an  order,  you,  who 
are  but  a  woman  in  my  palace,  must  obey.  As  I  said, 
you  are  disobedient  and  here,  in  the  East,  disobedience 
is  severely  punished." 

Her  eyes  darkened  as  she  watched  him.  His  dark 
face,  though  so  youthful  and  good-looking,  seemed 
strikingly  hard  and  merciless. 

"  But  I  would  not  have  you  hurt — yet.  For  your 
disobedience  you  must  be  punished  another  way. 
What  would  be  the  greatest  punishment  for  you  ? 
My  kisses  ?  "  He  moved  a  step  towards  her,  and  this 
time,  despite  herself,  Valerie  moved  back  at  his  ap- 
proach till  the  edge  of  the  couch  stopped  her.  He 
laughed  softly.  "  Allah  !  I  did  not  think  my  kisses 
would  become  a  punishment  for  any  woman." 

Valerie  flashed  a  look  round,  and  with  a  sudden, 
swift  movement  sprang  towards  the  orange  curtains 
through  which  they  had  entered ;  but  quick  as  she 
was  Ramazan  moved  quicker,  and  as  she  came  up  to 
them  he  was  before  her,  his  arms  out  against  the  silken 
hangings.  He  laughed  mockingly ;  his  dark  eyes 
gleamed.  She  started  back,  but  ere  she  could  turn  he 
had  moved  forward  and  caught  her  wrists.  Again 
they  struggled.  But,  as  before,  he  mastered  her.  His 
arms  went  tight  about  her ;  he  crushed  her  against 
him  and,  despite  her  writhing  and  kicking,  pressed  his 
lips  full  upon  hers. 

Through  the  thin  silk  of  his  shirt  she  could  feel  the 
warmth  of  his  slim,  supple  body  against  her  ;  his  arms 
strong  as  flexible  steel  about  her,  seemed  to  burn  her, 
and  to  dispel  all  resistance.  Again  and  again  she 
vowed  to  herself  she  hated  him  ! — hated  him  !  For 
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as  in  the  temple  garden,  at  Poona,  she  felt  as  though 
he  set  a  spell  upon  her. 

He  released  her  lips ;  one  arm  moved  from  about 
her  and  his  hand  slipped  down  her  lovely,  white-clad 
figure.  He  pressed  his  lips  to  her  hair,  her  cheek,  and 
then,  with  a  faint  gasp,  she  stirred,  struggled  and 
writhed  furiously  in  his  embrace.  With  a  swift  return 
of  his  mocking  laughter  he  released  her  and  straightened. 

"  You  insolent  native  !  "  Trembling  with  fury  she 
sought  for  words  to  sting  him.  "  You  shall  pay  for 
that  !  When  I  escape  you  shall  pay  with  your  life 
for  this !  " 

"  When  it  is— too  late  ?  " 

He  walked  back  to  the  couch,  sounded  a  gong  on  a 
table  there,  and  when  a  native  entered  in  answer  gave 
him  quick  orders. 

Valerie  sank  down  on  the  couch,  her  fury  slipping 
from  her,  her  eyes  fixed  upon  him  with  a  strange 
fascination.  Her  lovely  face  was  unusually  white 
and  set  now,  and  her  eyes  darkly  blue.  She  had 
never  thought  it  possible  that  she  would  fail  in  her 
attempt  to  escape.  She  had  been  very  confident  of 
herself  once  she  was  left  alone.  Even  the  Rajah's 
power  she  had  thought  little  of.  But  now  she  was  less 
confident.  In  the  first  attempt  she  had  miserably 
failed.  For  the  first  time  in  her  life  she  experienced 
apprehension — fear.  Weaponless  in  the  power  of  an 
Indian  Prince  whom  she  had  deceived  and  scorned  ! 

"  So — there  is  no  end  to  your  falseness."  His  even 
lips  half  curled  again.  "  You  said  you  would  dress, 
but  that  was  only  further  deceit  on  your  part  so  that 
you  should  be  left  alone  for  a  moment ;  you  did  not 
intend  to  dress." 

"  No,"  she  flung  at  him,  forcing  herself  to  speak. 

"  Truly,  there  is  no  end  to  your  tricks  and  deceit." 
He  took  a  cigarette  from  a  table  by  the  couch  and  lit  it. 

"  I  meet  outlaws  with  their  own  weapons — weapons 
they  understand  !  " 
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From  the  archway  entrance  four  natives  entered  ; 
one  placed  plates  on  a  small  table,  the  others  carried 
trays. 

On  the  Rajah's  direction  they  approached  the  white 
girl.  The  foremost,  dropping  on  one  knee,  held  before 
her  a  tray  of  the  most  luscious  fruits  that  Valerie  had 
ever  seen.  But  curtly  she  shook  her  head.  Rising 
the  native  moved  away,  and  another  took  his  place, 
holding  a  tray  of  various  sweetmeats  which,  to  feminine 
eyes,  should  have  been  very  attractive.  But  Valerie, 
after  glancing  at  them,  again  shook  her  head  and 
emphasised  her  answer  with  a  curt : 

"  No." 

The  second  native  moved  away  and  the  third  took 
his  place,  having  on  his  tray  two  delicate  cups  filled 
with  coffee. 

"  No,"  said  Valerie,  again  with  a  shake  of  her  head. 

The  Rajah's  cool,  even  voice  broke  in  after  he  had 
blown  a  ring  of  cigarette  smoke. 

"  You  need  not  fear  that  it  is  drugged.  I  can  master 
you  quite  well  without  such  assistance.  Drink ;  it 
will  not  harm  you." 

"  No !  " 

"  No,  no,  no,"  mocked  Ramazan,  throwing  away 
the  end  of  his  cigarette.  "  My  Valerie,  you  are  very 
fond  of  'no.'  You  must  learn  that  'yes  '  is  a  far  sweeter 
word.  I  would  have  you  say  '  yes  '  to  me." 

Valerie  gave  him  a  dark,  glittering  glance  for  answer. 

"  Do  not  pretend  you  do  not  want  it.    Drink !  " 

With  eyes  hard  and  dark  she  took  one  cup  and  the 
native,  turning,  placed  the  tray  on  a  table  by  Ramazan 
and  withdrew  with  the  other  men.  Then,  with  an 
impulse  of  fury  that  she  could  not  control,  Valerie 
took  a  step  from  the  couch  and  flung  cup  and  coffee 
straight  at  the  young  Rajah. 

Valerie's  aim  was  unerring,  but  Ramazan  saw  in 
tune  and  ducked.  With  a  blaze  of  fury  he  sprang 
forward  and  gripped  her  wrists ;  then  the  fury  died 
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down  and,  with  mocking,  ringing  laughter,  he  flung 
her  from  him  on  to  the  couch. 

She  lay  as  she  had  fallen,  not  that  the  fall  had  harmed 
her,  but  that  amazement  and  rage  held  her  rigid  for 
the  moment.  His  insolent,  authoritative  action  thor- 
oughly astounded  her.  She,  Valerie  Ransome,  acknow- 
ledged beauty  of  society  in  that  part  of  the  East,  who 
could  bend  men  to  her  will,  from  whom  the  young 
officers  had  striven  to  obtain  so  much  as  a  gracious 
glance,  handled  in  this  fashion — and  by  Ramazan, 
who  was  but  a  native  after  all !  Flung  from  him  with 
so  cool  and  authoritative  an  action  as  though  she  was 
his  absolute  property — and  he  an  Indian  !  Had  she 
possessed  a  weapon  at  that  moment,  she  felt  she  would 
have  killed  him. 

Stepping  to  the  table  the  young  Rajah  leisurely 
drank  his  coffee  ;  then  : 

"  Let  the  women  attire  you  differently,"  said  he, 
and  with  that  he  strode  to  the  orange  curtains,  parted 
them,  and  stepped  from  the  big  apartment. 


CHAPTER  XVI 

THE  orange  curtains  still  moved  and  the  Rajah's 
spurs  still  sounded  faintly  when  Valerie  Ran- 
some  sprang  up  from  the  big  couch  and  ran 
over  the  rich  carpets,  between  the  white  curtains,  to  the 
archway  entrance. 

Not  a  moment  did  she  lose  ere  making  her  second  and 
more  desperate  attempt  to  escape. 

Again  she  climbed  the  gate  to  the  passage,  but  quicker 
this  time,  heedlessly  scratching  her  dark  riding  boots 
on  the  gilded  ironwork,  and  crossing  the  passage  entered 
the  palace  hall  without  pausing  to  see  if  anyone  was  in 
it.  As  it  happened  it  was  again  empty,  nearly  all  the 
occupants  of  the  palace  being  in  their  own  apartments 
discussing  the  arrival  of  the  Rajah's  white  bride,  or 
making  arrangements  for  the  evening. 

She  stood  a  moment  looking  round,  and  then  again 
ran  up  the  hall  to  the  back  of  the  palace,  disregarding 
the  shriek  and  chatter  of  the  cockatoo,  her  riding  boots 
tapping  loudly  where  they  touched  the  smooth  floor. 
Up  four  steps  at  the  back  she  went,  between  the  white 
pillars  and  heavy,  looped-back  curtains,  past  a  round 
basin  on  the  water  of  which  floated  lilies  like  huge 
saucers,  down  four  steps,  across  a  narrow  terrace  and 
down  four  more  steps  to  the  garden. 

Even  in  the  silvery  dusk  which  was  slowly  stealing 
about  the  trees  and  bushes  the  beauty  of  the  palace 
garden  caught  and  held  her  attention.  Flowers  seemed 
everywhere  ;  huge  blossoms  on  the  bushes,  smaller  ones 
near  the  ground,  and  the  scent  of  them,  which  seemed 
to  envelop  her,  was  stronger,  yet  far  more  sweet,  than 
that  within  the  hall.  Orchids  and  carnations  and  huge 
scarlet  flowers  she  saw,  though  roses  seemed  the  prin- 
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cipal  flower  there ;  bushes  of  them  were  everywhere, 
red  and  white  and  pink  and  yellow  ;  their  fallen  petals 
carpeted  the  ground  and  the  perfume  of  them  quite 
belied  that  assertion  that  Indian  roses  have  no  scent. 

Through  the  garden  ran  a  narrow  stream  with  two 
fountains  which  were  now  still.  The  gorgeous  form 
of  a  large  peacock  hurried  across  the  white  path  before 
her  with  a  protesting  shriek,  and  other  bright  birds 
made  a  chatter  and  rustling  amid  the  trees.  The 
delicate  and  brilliant  colourslof  water  and  marble,  flower 
and  tree  and  bird,  were  all  subdued  in  the  swiftly 
increasing  tropical  dusk  which  came  about  the  garden 
like  a  silvery,  gauzy  mist. 

The  low-lying  palace  was  silver-grey,  fairy-like  in 
the  twilight,  its  domes  and  turrets  just  touched  with 
rose  pink  the  side  the  sun  had  set,  but  the  swaying 
palm-trees  made  dark  shadows  around  it. 

Valerie  forced  herself  to  hurry  on,  to  disregard  the 
languorous,  enthralling  beauty  of  that  Eastern  garden. 

She  went  along  the  white  paths,  up  marble  steps  and 
over  small  bridges  which  crossed  the  narrow  stream, 
but  go  where  she  would  a  grey  wall,  covered  in  some 
parts  with  convolvulus  and  flowering  lianas,  which 
seemed  to  inclose  the  garden,  stopped  her.  From  the 
garden  she  could  find  no  outlet,  and  conscious  of  the 
flight  of  time  she  ran  back  between  the  flowering  bushes 
to  the  palace. 

It  was  to  the  left  side  of  the  palace  she  went  then, 
knowing  that  the  Rajah's  apartments  were  in  the  right. 
Ascending  half  a  dozen  wide  steps  she  crossed  a  long 
terrace  on  which  stood  many  couches  covered  with 
cushions  and  draperies,  and  entering  an  ante-chamber 
through  an  artistic  arched  entrance  came  to  a  stop. 
Before  her,  on  either  side  of  openwork  doors  like  narrow 
gates  across  the  entrance  facing  her,  stood  two  big 
natives  in  yellow  drawers  and  red  skull  caps  with 
scimitars  in  their  folded  arms. 

She   stood   irresolute.    They   did   not   move,   but 
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regarded  her  with  wide  black  eyes.  She  walked  for- 
ward, up  to  them,  and  with  a  curt  gesture  pointed  to 
the  artistic  closed  doors.  She  quite  expected  them  to 
wave  her  back  or  to  cross  their  scimitars  before  her,  but 
instead,  they  looked  to  one  another  and  then,  with  one 
accord,  each  put  out  a  hand  to  the  doors  and,  unfasten- 
ing them,  drew  them  apart.  Valerie  walked  forward, 
through  silken  curtains,  into  a  warm,  heavily  scented 
apartment. 

There  was  a  swish  of  quickly  moving  draperies,  a 
tinkle  of  trinkets,  and  exclamations  and  quick  talk  in 
light,  high  voices. 

Valerie  stopped,  looking  round  the  big  apartment 
into  which  she  had  come  and  encountered  many  pairs 
of  dark  eyes  fixed  upon  her.  It  was  a  full  minute  ere 
she  realised  where  she  was  or  into  what  apartment  she 
had  come. 

She  was  in  the  harem. 

There  could  be  little  doubt  of  it ;  she  had  come  into 
the  harem.  The  close,  perfumed  atmosphere,  the  deli- 
cate, luxurious  furnishing  of  the  place  and,  above  all, 
the  figures  of  the  many  women  who  were  watching  her 
with  wide  eyes  convinced  her  of  the  place  she  was  in. 

She  looked  round.  Cushioned  couches  and  divans 
were  everywhere  ;  lacquered  screens  about  by  the  walls. 
In  the  middle,  on  a  lower  floor  reached  by  two  steps, 
was  a  large  round  basin  with  water  like  a  moving  mirror. 
The  women  numbered  about  a  dozen  and  wore  various 
styles  of  rich  Eastern  dress.  Some  were  swathed  in 
saris,  but  these  seemed  attendant  on  the  others  who 
wore  bright  coloured  trousers  or  long  skirts  with  rich 
embroidery  and  light  veils  or  draperies  and  a  vast  num- 
ber of  jewelled  ornaments.  Nearest  to  her  was  the  fat 
native  woman  in  yellow  silk,  and  beside  the  woman,  sit- 
ting on  big,  round  cushions,  were  two  dark  Indian 
women  working  and  making  lovely,  delicate  strips  of 
lace.  Across  the  apartment,  on  the  same  raised  floor  on 
which  she  stood,  kneeling  on  a  low  couch  with  a  red 
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macaw  between  them,  were  two  slim  girls  whose  skin, 
much  revealed  by  their  clinging  breast  jackets  and  thin 
trousers,  was  of  an  unusual  softness  and  fairness.  Near 
them,  on  the  steps  to  the  lower  floor,  two  graceful, 
veiled  figures  sat,  holding  musical  instruments  on  which 
they  had  been  playing.  Three  more  women  stood 
together  on  the  lower  floor  and  also  near  the  water,  on  a 
large  divan,  attended  by  two  women  in  brilliant  saris, 
reclined  a  girl  lightly  but  elegantly  clad  and  of  a  rich 
olive  complexion  whose  fully  matured  figure  was  of  a 
perfect  shape. 

Valerie  swayed  back  and  clung  to  the  silken  curtains 
behind  her.  For  a  moment  she  closed  her  eyes. 

This  was  the  harem  of  the  palace — his  harem. 

For  a  moment  she  could  think  of  nothing  else,  and 
then  she  forced  her  red  lips  to  curl  expressively.  Of 
course  !  She  had  expected  nothing  different.  All  his 
talk  of  her  being  the  only  woman  he  had  ever  noticed 
or  loved  she  had  never  believed.  Such  men  could  talk 
so  for  a  moment,  but  back  in  their  homes,  in  their 
harems,  were  then:  other  loves  and  wives,  discarded  for 
the  while  in  the  advent  of  a  new  favourite.  Different 
as  he  was  to  other  Orientals,  she  had  never  thought  him 
different  in  this — and  here  was  the  harem,  and  these 

Suddenly  and  swiftly  a  passion  of  fury  gripped  Valerie. 
She  drew  herself  up  from  the  silken  curtains  ;  her  eyes 
opened  and  showed  a  glinting  fire  in  their  blueness. 
Indeed,  she  almost  trembled  with  the  fury  which  held 
her,  and  it  was  with  an  effort  she  strove  to  control 
herself. 

The  native  girls  and  women  still  remained  motionless 
staring,  regarding  the  fair  Englishwoman  in  her  plain, 
white  suit,  which  to  them  was  a  most  strange  dress, 
with  wide  eyes  of  amazement,  awe,  and  curiosity. 

Valerie  took  a  few  strides  forward  which  brought  her 
to  the  steps  to  the  lower  floor.  The  girl  on  the  divan 
there  caught  her  breath  with  a  strange  hissing  sound 
and  drew  herself  up  on  the  cushions  with  a  gliding 
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movement.  The  white  girl's  attention  was  drawn  to 
her.  The  eyes  of  the  two  women  met.  In  their  looks 
there  was  a  sense  of  antagonism  as  keen  as  it  was  strange. 

Valerie  saw  a  girl  beautiful  beyond  the  ordinary — 
woman  though  she  was  she  admitted  the  other's  beauty 
— with  a  figure  perfectly  developed,  a  skin  of  a  pale  olive 
tint,  very  fair  to  the  other  women's  but  dark  to  her  own, 
features  of  a  most  delicate  mould,  eyes  of  a  golden  brown 
and  masses  of  hair  that  had  the  burnished  tint  of  light 
copper.  Valerie  wondered  if  she  was  a  Circassian  ;  she 
knew  the  girl  was  no  Indian  or  native.  In  the  light 
skin,  the  golden  eyes  and  delicate  features  Valerie 
thought  she  could  trace  the  Circassian  descent.  A  tight 
jacket  embroidered  with  pearls  clung  to  her  full,  per- 
fectly formed  breast,  and  a  girdle  of  pearls  clasped  her 
green,  silken  trousers  at  the  waist.  A  jewelled  band  was 
twined  in  the  masses  of  her  hair,  with  strings  of  pearls 
hanging  against  her  throat,  and  many  armlets  were  on 
her  bare  arms.  Her  waist  and  throat  and  arms  were 
bare,  but  embroidered  slippers  encased  her  small  feet. 
Valerie  hardly  knew  why  she  noticed  all  this,  and  yet 
she  took  careful  note  of  the  voluptuous,  golden  girl  who 
lay  upon  the  divan.  She  was  conscious  of  the  other's 
beauty  and  yet,  with  her  modern  freedom  and  education, 
she  felt  vastly  superior,  and  her  hostile  look  was  tem- 
pered with  contempt. 

Valerie's  thoughts  flew  swiftly.  Who  was  she  ?  She 
seemed  to  hold  a  place  of  honour  in  the  harem.  Was 
she ? 

Fury  gripped  Valerie  again.  Making  an  angry  ges- 
ture with  her  clenched  hands,  she  swung  round  and 
walked  along  the  raised  floor.  The  fat  native  woman 
barred  her  way,  waving  arms  and  exclaiming  in  a  bar- 
baric tongue.  But  it  was  only  for  a  moment  that 
Valerie  was  stopped ;  before  her  advance  the  woman 
retreated  down  the  steps. 

With  a  swinging  stride  and  sharp  tap  of  riding  boots 
the  white  girl  walked  through  the  harem.  With  faint 
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cries  and  a  swish  of  draperies  and  tinkle  of  ornaments 
the  women  scattered  to  right  and  left  from  her  path. 
The  women  by  the  divan  had  laid  down  their  fans,  only 
the  girl  upon  it  was  still,  watching  the  woman  in  white 
who  walked  so  arrogantly  through  the  apartment. 

Valerie  tried  two  entrances,  but  they  only  led  to  the 
women's  quarters,  and  so  she  approached  the  nearest 
girls. 

"  Where's  the  way  out  of  here  ?  "  she  demanded. 

But  they,  drawing  back,  only  regarded  her  with  wide 
black  eyes. 

"  Quick  !  Tell  me  at  once."  She  stamped  a  heavy 
riding  boot.  "  Where  do  you  get  out  of  here  ?  " 

That,  however,  sent  them  back  towards  the  divan. 
Valerie  snapped  her  white  teeth  together  and  flashed 
a  glance  round.  The  heat  of  the  apartment  made  her 
exceedingly  hot  in  her  riding  suit  and  the  heavy  perfume 
made  her  feel  tired  and  faint. 

It  was  at  that  moment  she  became  aware  of  the  mur- 
mur in  the  palace  beyond  the  harem.  Even  as  she 
became  aware  of  it  there  was  a  clatter  behind  silken 
curtains  opposite  the  side  she  had  entered  and  four  men 
hurried  into  the  harem ;  Ibrehim  Hanaud  and  three 
dark  natives.  By  their  exclamations  and  the  sudden 
light  in  Hanaud's  eyes,  she  knew  they  sought  herself. 

"  We  seek,  and  then  find  you  here."  She  found  Ibre- 
him salaaming  before  her  ;  the  three  natives  moved  up 
behind  him.  "  My  lord,  he  send  for  you.  Come." 

"  No,"  said  Valerie,  and  stood  a  stiff  and  angry  figure. 

Ibrehim  Hanaud  opened  his  eyes  to  their  widest, 
which  was  unusual  for  him,  since  he  habitually  had  a 
sleepy  Oriental  look. 

"  You  must  come.  My  lord's  commands  must  be 
obeyed." 

"  I  will  not !  "  Valerie  stood  stiff  and  her  hands 
clenched  at  her  sides. 

"  BismUlah  !  "  The  head  of  the  Rajah's  household 
plucked  at  his  dark  beard,  looked  at  the  group  of  women 
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huddled  on  the  lower  floor,  at  the  natives  behind  him, 
and  then  at  the  stiff,  determined  woman  before  him,  and 
ejaculated  "  Allah  !  "  again.  Was  ever  man  in  a  more 
awkward  position  ?  So  thought  he.  My  lord  com- 
manded her  presence — and  she  would  not  come  !  What 
in  the  name  of  all  the  gods,  was  he  to  do  ?  The  thought 
of  returning  to  his  arrogant  young  master  and  saying 
she  would  not  come  did  not  appeal  to  him  at  all.  The 
Rajah  had  commanded — 'twas  sufficient.  She  would 
have  to  be  taken  to  him  by  force.  Had  he  not  sent  the 
men  behind  him,  Hanaud,  to  bring  her  to  him  ?  Aye, 
'twas  sufficient.  "  Then  you  not  come,  we  must  take 


But  he  broke  off. 

With  a  movement  as  sudden  as  it  was  unexpected 
Valerie  had  turned,  sprung  down  to  the  lower  floor,  and 
fled  across  the  apartment.  The  women's  screams  rang 
with  the  cries  of  the  natives,  and  like  a  broken  wave 
they  parted  before  her,  their  draperies  flying  out,  their 
jewels  tinkling  and,  as  she  had  expected,  got  greatly  in 
the  way  of  the  men  who  started  in  pursuit. 

As  she  tore  through  the  silken  curtains  she  half 
expected  the  doors  through  which  she  had  entered  to  be 
fastened  again,  but  as  she  threw  herself  against  them 
they  opened  and  threw  her  forward,  between  the  as- 
tounded natives,  into  the  ante-chamber.  Recovering 
her  balance  she  fled  on,  across  the  terrace,  down  the 
steps  to  the  garden. 

She  could  hear  the  natives  crying  in  the  ante-chamber, 
and  turning  she  ran  down  a  path  towards  the  other  side 
of  the  palace.  Then,  from  the  main  hall  of  the  palace, 
four  more  natives  appeared,  intercepting  her.  There 
was  a  short  chase  through  the  flower-filled,  dusk-silvered 
garden,  and  then,  panting,  flushed  and  furious  beyond 
words,  she  was  taken  back  to  the  palace. 

In  the  big  chamber  in  his  own  apartments  she  faced 
Ramazan,  the  natives  who  had  brought  her  back  to  the 
palace  and  Ibrehim  Hanaud  behind  her. 
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Immediately  on  entering  the  chamber  the  men  broke 
into  swift  speech,  exclaiming  and  gesticulating  and 
pointing  to  her.  The  Rajah  listened,  his  arms  crossed 
on  his  breast,  his  glance  upon  her.  She  returned  his 
look. 

Then,  with  curt  words,  he  dismissed  them,  waving 
them  to  the  entrance.  Ibrehim  would  have  stayed, 
still  speaking. 

"  Go,"  snapped  the  Rajah. 

Hanaud  withdrew.  An  Indian  in  an  orange  silk 
kaftan  who  had  been  with  Ramazan  followed  him.  For 
a  short  while  the  silence  held  ;  then  : 

"  I  am  not  accustomed  to  having  my  palace  disturbed 
in  this  fashion  !  "  said  Ramazan,  his  glance  still  upon 
the  woman  facing  him. 

"  Nor  I — to  be  confined  anywhere  !  "  she  retorted, 
still  flushed  and  furious. 

He  unfolded  his  arms  and  took  a  step  towards  her 
over  the  rugs.  She  saw  that  he  was  dressed  and  had  an 
impression  of  brilliant  red  with  the  white  sheen  of  pearls 
about  him.  His  appearance  did  strike  her  with  faint 
awe  then. 

"  You  are,  indeed,  very  foolish.  You  have  the  foolish 
assurance  of  all  your  countrywomen.  Have  you  no 
thought  for  yourself  when  you  defy  me  and  disregard 
my  wishes  ?  Do  you  know  what  would  be  done  to  you 
for  your  behaviour  now  ?  "  He  was  looking  down  at 
her  with  inscrutable  dark  eyes.  "  You  would  feel  the 
lash  of  a  whip  across  your  bare  shoulders  !  " 

"  Oh,  I  quite  believe  it."  Her  head  jerked  back,  a 
patch  of  rich  colour  was  on  either  cheek  and  she  still 
panted.  "  I  quite  believe  it  of  you.  You  are  quite 
capable  of  that !  You — native  !  " 

His  dark  eyes  blazed,  and  then,  as  before,  were 
inscrutable  as  he  controlled  himself. 

"  No,"  came  his  hard,  even  voice  in  a  softer  tone.  "  I 
would  not  have  that  fair  white  flesh  of  yours  marked. 
You  are  too  beautiful  to  be  harmed — yet.  But  " — his 
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splendid  figure  came  up  rigid — "  obey  me  you  shall ! 
I  will  give  you  just  a  quarter  of  an  hour  to  dress  and 
join  my  court  in  the  palace  hall.  Enter  " — he  waved 
a  hand  to  the  inner  chamber — "  and  attire  yourself." 

Valerie's  blue  eyes  glinted  and  flashed  him  a  look  more 
eloquent  than  any  words. 

"  You  heard  me  ?  "  enquired  the  Rajah. 

Her  breast  heaved.  "  I  heard  perfectly,  but  if  you 
think  I'm  going  to  obey  you  you're  mistaken.  I'll 
obey  no  orders  from  you,  you  insolent  native  !  " 

His  slender  figure  seemed  to  stiffen  yet  more  ;  the 
blaze  of  his  dark  eyes  matched  hers  for  a  moment,  and 
then  they  were  narrowed  again. 

"  You'll  obey  me  this  minute,"  said  he.     "  Enter  !  " 

Unwavering  dark  eyes  met  equally  unwavering  blue. 
A  tense  silence  reigned  in  the  costly  apartment.  It  was 
a  battle  of  wills  and  both  knew  it.  Neither  had  met 
their  match  before. 

"  I— won't !  "  she  said. 

With  her  hands  clenched  at  her  sides  she  kept  her 
look  upon  him,  summoning  to  her  aid  all  the  strength  of 
her  commanding,  unbending  will.  He  did  not  move, 
but  stood  perfectly  still  and  stiff,  keeping  the  glance  of 
his  dark,  steady  eyes  fixed  upon  her,  so  that  she  half 
shrank  back.  Hard,  piercing,  almost  hypnotic,  were 
those  dark  brown  eyes  of  his.  She  felt  the  strength  of 
his  personality  stretching  out  to  grip  her  own .  It  became 
almost  torture  for  her  to  keep  her  look  on  his. 

The  Rajah  flung  out  an  arm  towards  the  orange 
curtains. 

"  Enter  !  " 

Valerie  put  up  her  hand  to  her  throat.  An  inarticu- 
late sound  came  from  her  pale  lips  ;  she  moved,  swayed 
slightly,  and,  with  unsteady  steps,  crossed  the  apartment 
and,  reaching  the  orange  curtains,  passed  into  the  inner 
chamber. 

She  had  met  her  match,  a  will  greater  than  her  own. 


CHAPTER  XVII 

THEY  who  possess  a  will  strong  beyond  the 
ordinary,  who  have  guided  their  own  life 
influenced  by  no  one  and  who  have  bent 
others  to  their  will,  alone  know  the  bitterness  of  sub- 
mission, which  is  almost  agonising  when  they  encounter 
a  will  stronger  than  their  own,  before  which  their  own 
has  been  forced  to  yield,  is  such  that  would  not  be 
credited  by  those  of  easy-going  disposition.  Only  the 
self-willed,  headstrong  know  the  painful  humiliation  of 
surrender  to  the  greater  will  of  another. 

Valerie  Ransome  clenched  her  hands  in  a  cushion 
on  the  wide  Eastern  bed  till  the  knuckles  showed  white. 
Conquered  at  last ;  her  will  bent  beneath  the  power  of 
another's — and  that  other's  an  Indian's  !  That  other 
will,  the  will  of  the  young  Rajah  of  Kashmine  ! 

Never,  in  all  her  life  of  adulation,  had  she  obeyed 
an  order  ;  never  in  all  her  life  had  she  encountered  a 
will  before  which  her  own  had  been  forced  to  yield  and, 
experiencing  the  bitterness  and  humiliation  of  submis- 
sion, she  lay  upon  the  cushions — lay  until  the  women, 
who  had  come  to  attend  her,  succeeded  in  making  their 
presence  felt. 

Valerie  hardly  knew  how  she  managed  to  endure  the 
change  of  her  white  riding  dress  for  the  beautiful  but 
scanty  garments  of  the  East.  With  her  self-willed, 
spirited  nature  it  cost  her  an  agonising  effort  to  obey 
the  commands  of  the  Rajah,  but  she  now  knew  sub- 
mission and,  moreover,  she  saw  the  utter  uselessness  of 
resistance  against  his  power.  She  had  to  submit, 
awaiting  her  chance  to  escape. 

Not  willingly  did  she  endure  the  attendance  of  the 
women  though,  for  her  soul  was  sick  with  revolt  within 
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her.  At  one  time  the  beautiful  garments  and  jewelled 
ornaments  were  hurled  to  the  other  side  of  the  chamber 
and  at  another  she  had  driven  the  women  scurrying 
into  the  big  apartment,  but  the  next  moment  she  had 
called  them  back,  and  at  last  allowed  them  to  dress 
her,  clenching  her  teeth  and  striving  to  keep  the  smart- 
ing tears  from  her  eyes. 

The  white  girl  was  dressed  at  last  and  the  women 
drew  back,  the  veiled  one  with  cries  of  awe  and  pleasure. 
Another  waved  a  jar  of  smoking  perfume  before  the 
lovely,  stiff  figure,  while  a  third,  in  orange  silk,  moved 
to  the  big  mirror  and  slightly  turned  it. 

Valerie  unclosed  her  blackly  blue  eyes  and  cast  a 
glance  at  her  reflection  in  the  glass.  The  strikingly 
beautiful  figure  that  she  saw  should  have  stirred  deep 
pleasure  in  her  woman's  heart,  instead,  it  aroused  in 
her  a  helpless  fury.  There  was  little  silk  but  a  mass 
of  pearls  upon  her  and  their  pale  sheen  was  scarcely 
whiter  than  her  flesh.  A  sari,  or  even  a  veil,  she  could 

not  have.  "  Only  this  dress — my  lord's  orders " 

she  was  told,  and  argument  was  of  little  use. 

Standing  stiffly  in  the  subdued  yellow  light  the  full 
beauty  of  her  slender  but  well-rounded  limbs  was 
revealed  by  the  Eastern  dress,  and  the  glittering  ele- 
gance of  the  short  breast  jacket  did  but  show  more 
strikingly  the  soft  whiteness  of  her  skin. 

Valerie  knew  that  she  was  beautiful  and  sometimes 
used  the  power  her  beauty  gave  her,  but  it  was  humiliat- 
ing and  infuriating  beyond  expression  that  that  beauty 
should  now  be  displayed  before — an  Indian.  A  man 
who,  in  that  very  palace,  had  a  harem  of  his  own  ! 
But  there  was  no  help  for  it.  She  was  in  the  Rajah's 
power  and,  like  any  one  of  his  slaves,  had  to  go  before 
him. 

By  one  of  the  women  and  a  native  in  a  green  tunic 
she  was  conducted  to  the  main  hall,  now  filled  with  the 
sound  of  music. 

As  Valerie  stepped  into  the  hall  of  the  palace  it 
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seemed  to  her  that  she  looked  upon  a  scene  from  the 
Arabian  Nights.  It  seemed  that  if  she  closed  her  eyes 
she  would  find  it  was  but  a  vivid  dream  and  would 
awake  back  in  her  own  practical,  civilised  world. 

The  lights  and  the  colours  dazzled  her ;  jewels 
flashed,  silks  and  satins  shimmered,  light  veils  floated 
through  the  air  and  figures  of  the  Orient  moved  before 
her  vision. 

The  Rajah  held  his  Eastern  court  in  the  middle  of 
the  palace  hall.  The  young  Prince  reclined,  a  slender, 
scarlet  figure,  upon  the  wide  divan,  smoking  from  a 
hookah,  and  behind  and  beside  it  squatted  or  stood 
richly  robed  figures.  On  the  step  at  the  foot  and  the 
head  of  the  couch  a  native  boy  sat  fanning  him  with 
a  long-handled  fan  of  peacock  feathers.  On  a  collec- 
tion of  cushions  on  the  step  before  the  divan,  leaning 
forward  against  the  couch,  knelt  the  beautiful,  olive- 
complexioned  girl,  known  as  Trada,  or  the  Princess 
Trada,  a  descendant  of  the  Rajah  who  had  ruled  at 
Kashmine  before  Ramazan.  Below  her  on  the  floor 
squatted  two  full-figured  but  graceful,  veiled  women, 
and  at  a  little  distance  from  them  sat  a  dark  Indian 
woman,  swathed  in  a  green  silk  sari,  playing  with  a 
baby  tiger  cub.  A  young  native  was  arranging  various 
things  upon  one  of  the  tables  by  the  divan.  Round 
the  head  of  the  water  tank  the  musicians  sat  playing 
upon  strange  and  various  instruments.  The  regular, 
pulsing  beat  of  the  tom-toms  never  ceased. 

There  was  no  restless  longing  in  the  young  Rajah's 
heart  now  as  he  lay  upon  his  divan,  only  a  smouldering 
passion  and  a  strange  bitterness. 

Heavy  curtains  were  drawn  across  the  foot  and  head 
of  the  hall,  which  was  lit  by  two  big  lamps  hanging 
from  the  high  roof  by  chains.  Other  lamps,  coloured, 
were  fixed  on  the  heads  of  the  lions  round  the  tank 
and  the  coloured  lights  shone  again  from  the  water  or 
were  reflected  upon  every  ripple  when  the  water  was 
stirred  in  a  most  wonderful  and  fairy-like  manner. 
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The  scene  of  brilliant  colour  held  the  white  girl  spell- 
bound. Not  even  the  flamboyant  splendour  of  the 
Oriental  entertainment  at  the  Cafe  Baboosh  had  been 
greater  than  this.  Colours  of  every  possible  shade 
met  her  glance,  deep  and  pale,  glaringly  bright  or  richly 
dark,  and  added  to  them  was  the  flash  and  gleam  of 
jewels  and  the  white  sheen  of  pearls. 

On  either  side  of  the  hall  big  bowls  stood  upon  high 
stands  from  which  thick,  scented  smoke  arose  and 
curled  round  in  the  hot  air  in  bluish  rings,  giving  a 
strange  and  unreal  and  Eastern  appearance  to  the 
scene. 

It  was  a  brilliant  and  sensuous  scene  to  enthrall  her 
senses  ;  as  powerful  as  the  strange  music  and  the 
heavy  scent. 

On  the  cleared  space  of  floor  between  the  divan 
and  the  tank  a  rich  red  carpet  had  been  spread.  The 
robed  figures  about  the  couch  drew  back  and,  on  this 
carpet,  an  Indian  dropped  a  dark,  squirming  snake, 
but  at  this  moment  the  native  who  had  entered  with 
Valerie  moved  to  the  divan  and  spoke  to  Ramazan, 
and  on  curt  words  from  the  Rajah  the  reptile  was 
replaced  in  its  basket. 

The  Rajah  raised  himself  and  looked  at  her. 

Valerie  shrank  back.  Before  his  intense,  burning 
glance,  the  look  in  those  dark  eyes,  she  felt  it  impos- 
sible to  remain  cold  and  unmoved.  The  colour  rushed 
in  a  warm  wave  to  her  face.  She  was  painfully  con- 
scious of  her  unusual  dress,  of  the  thin  orange  silk 
trousers,  of  bare  arms  and  shoulders  and  waist  on 
which  the  many  ornaments  she  wore  were  no  covering, 
and  instinctively  she  drew  away  from  the  full  glare  of 
the  hanging  lamps. 

Ramazan,  as  he  lay  quite  motionless  upon  the  divan, 
thought  he  had  never  seen  a  woman  more  beautiful, 
and  he  had  seen  many  beautiful  women.  Nor  had  he 
met  one  who  could  stir  him  so  swiftly  and  intensely 
as  did  she,  this  lovely,  spirited  white  girl. 
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Other  eyes,  besides  the  Rajah's,  noted  the  white 
woman.  In  the  golden  eyes  of  the  beautiful  Trada 
there  gleamed  a  hate  and  fury  but  ill  concealed  as  her 
glance  swept  the  lovely  figure  of  the  English  woman, 
up  and  down  and  down  and  up.  In  her  she  saw  the 
rival  long  dreaded.  Was  she,  this  pale,  cold,  masterful 
woman  of  another  land,  to  take  the  place  at  the  Rajah's 
side,  and  in  his  heart,  for  which  she,  Trada,  had 
schemed  and  waited  ?  The  Eastern  girl  writhed  in 
fury. 

Further  and  still  further  did  Valerie  draw  back  from 
the  light — and  the  Rajah's  court.  Her  glance  rested 
on  him,  on  his  slim,  supple  figure  reclining  on  the  gor- 
geous cushions.  She  saw  that  he  wore  a  tight,  rich 
robe  of  scarlet  with  a  sash  of  darker  hue  round  the 
waist  through  which  was  thrust  an  Oriental  knife,  and 
rows  and  rows  of  palely  shimmering  pearls  which  were 
fixed  with  a  jewelled  clasp  on  either  shoulder.  Yet 
his  indolent,  graceful  attitude  on  the  gorgeous  divan 
did  but  arouse  in  her  a  helpless  fury. 

His  dark  glance  remained  upon  her,  followed  her  as, 
slowly,  she  backed  to  the  subdued  light.  He  moved 
and  spoke  a  few  words  to  the  native.  The  man  came 
back  to  her  and  waved  her  towards  the  divan.  The 
woman  behind  her  urged  her  forward.  Valerie  turned 
on  them  fiercely. 

"  No  !  "  she  panted.     "  I  will  not !  " 

Nothing,  she  told  herself,  would  induce  her  to  join 
that  brilliant,  sensuous  Eastern  court  of  his. 

Again  the  man  and  woman  urged  her  forward  and 
then,  drawing  back,  left  the  hall.  Valerie  turned,  to 
step  into  the  subdued  light  up  the  hall. 

"  Bring  the  white  slave  to  me  !  "  came  the  voice  of 
the  Rajah. 

She  swung  round.  Two  Indians  in  red  and  white 
were  leaving  the  divan  and  coming  across  the  hall 
towards  her.  She  flashed  a  look  round,  meditating 
swift  flight,  but  even  as  she  stood  irresolute  they  reached 
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her  and  their  dark  hands  closed  upon  her  arms.  Slightly 
resisting,  she  was  drawn  across  the  hall  into  the  circle 
of  the  Rajah's  court  and  the  brilliant  lamplight,  up 
before  the  divan. 

"  Be  seated  !  " 

Ramazan  pointed  to  a  pile  of  cushions  on  the  floor 
at  the  head  of  the  couch  heaped  as  high  as  the  step. 
For  a  moment  the  thought  of  defiance  held  her  and 
then  she  stumbled  forward  and  sank  upon  the  soft 
cushions. 

The  Rajah  flung  an  order  for  the  musicians  to  play 
again. 

Never,  thought  Valerie,  could  she  endure  a  greater 
humiliation  than  what  she  endured  at  that  moment. 
A  humiliation  that  it  had  never  seemed  possible  she 
could  experience.  Her  soul  writhed  at  thought  of  it ; 
she  had  not  known  that  she  could  suffer  so  intensely. 
The  bright  glow  of  light,  the  brilliant  colours  about 
her,  the  flash  of  jewels,  the  heavy  scent  and  the  strange 
music  and  never-ceasing  beat  of  the  tom-toms  she  was 
unconscious  of.  Lying  motionless  upon  the  heap  of 
gorgeous  cushions,  she  felt  incapable  of  any  move- 
ment, as  though  her  relaxed  limbs  were  beyond  her 
control. 

The  golden  eyes  of  the  olive-skinned  Trada  turned 
upon  the  dark  attractive  face  of  the  young  Prince. 
She  drew  herself  up  on  her  cushions,  closer  against  the 
side  of  his  couch. 

"  My  lord,"  she  whispered  in  her  own  tongue.  "  My 
lord.  Who  is  she,  this  white  woman  ?  Who  is  she 
thou  callest  thy  white  slave  ?  " 

Ramazan  smoked  the  hookah  in  silence  ere  he 
deigned  to  answer  her. 

"  My  fair  Trada,  she  is  the  woman  I  said  I  should 
one  day  bring  home  to  my  palace." 

"  She  !  "  The  word  came  hissingly  through  the  dark 
girl's  set  white  teeth  ;  her  henna-stained  fingers  tight- 
ened on  the  draperies  on  the  divan.  "  She  !  " 
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The  music  swelled  louder,  increasing  in  sound  to  a 
wild,  passionate  strain,  and  then,  as  it  had  increased, 
it  sank  to  a  low,  soft  melody. 

"  Yet  thou  callest  her — thy  white  slave.  O  lord  of 
my  life." 

"  Is  she  not,  then  ?  "  Ramazan's  dark  glance  rested 
lightly  for  a  moment  on  the  passion-stirred,  golden 
girl.  Not  a  look  did  he  give  the  lovely  motionless 
figure  on  the  cushions  by  the  head  of  the  couch.  "  She 
is  my  slave,  my  white  slave,  but  she  will  be  my  bride  !  " 

The  henna-stained  fingers  gripped  the  draperies ; 
the  golden  eyes  gleamed. 

' '  What  is  she  to  thee,  my  lord  ?  "  Trada  drew  yet 
closer  against  the  divan  ;  her  breast,  that  splendid 
form  of  hers,  revealed  more  than  concealed  by  the 
clinging  network  of  pearls,  almost  touched  his  side. 
"  What  place  hath  she  in  thy  heart  ?  " 

The  Rajah's  straight,  dark  brows  drew  together. 

"  Is  that  for  me  to  answer  thee  ?  " 

"  My  lord  !  "  The  slender,  henna-stained  fingers 
slipped  up  his  arm,  until  her  arm,  perfectly  formed  and 
olive-tinted,  lay  upon  his.  "  My  lord,  she  is  cold. 
She  belongs  to  that  race  who  are  so  hard  and  far  away 
from  the  warmth  of  the  sun.  What  love  can  you  " — 
she  stayed  softly  on  the  word — "  you  have  for  her  ? 
She  would  be  as  cold  as  that  white  snow  upon  the 
mountain  tops.  And  here — that  could  not  be.  Thou 
wouldst  still  long  with  thy  desire — do  I  not  know  ? 
And  thou " 

The  young  Rajah  looked  down  at  the  girl  beside 
him,  at  the  sensuous,  alluring  beauty  so  near  to  him. 
But  he  remained  unmoved.  Once  he  had  nearly  suc- 
cumbed to  that  beauty,  but  now  he  had  only  thought 
for  another  beauty  before  which  the  loveliness  of  all 
others  paled  into  insignificance. 

"  She  will  be  my  bride,  nevertheless." 

He  drew  his  arm  from  beneath  the  fair  Trada's  and 
returned  to  the  smoking  of  his  hookah,  and  she,  know- 
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ing  that  tone,  drew  back  chagrined  and  furious  beyond 
words. 

Slowly,  half  consciously  at  first,  Valerie  became 
aware  of  someone  singing  softly  beside  her  pile  of 
cushions,  singing  to  a  stringed  instrument  words  she 
understood, — 

"  Beloved,  see  thou  the  beauty 

Of  this  Orient  night, 
The  sleeping  flowers  and  palm  trees, 

All  whisper  of  delight. 
In  silvered  dusk  I'm  waiting, 

With  the  moon  a  lamp  above, 
And  my  heart  doth  burn  with  longing 

For  thy  beauty,  and  thy  love " 

With  a  faint  gasp  Valerie  raised  her  head  and  flung  a 
look  at  the  singer,  one  of  the  veiled  women  ;  a  look 
that  froze  the  latter  into  silence.  Slowly  she  drew 
her  relaxed  limbs  up  upon  her  soft  seat.  Her  hand 
was  pressed  to  her  side ;  her  heart  beat  so  heavily 
that  she  felt  suffocated. 

'  You  take  little  interest  in  your  master's  court, 
my  fair  slave,"  came  that  even  voice  she  so  hated — 
and  half  feared. 

Valerie  drew  yet  further  back  upon  the  pile  of 
cushions.  The  strange,  throbbing,  passionate  clamour 
of  the  music  made  her  pulses  beat  heavily,  her  blood 
race  in  her  veins.  The  air  from  the  waved  fan  at  the 
divan  head  came  against  her  as  she  lay  like  faint 
breaths  and  stirred  the  loose  strands  of  her  hair,  which 
had  been  bound  upon  her  head  with  ropes  of  pearls, 
about  her  face. 

The  musicians  by  the  tank  struck  up  another  tune. 
From  the  side  of  the  hall  two  slim  girls  stepped  and 
began  to  dance  on  the  red  carpet. 

Valerie  looked  up,  at  the  slim  figures  moving  before 
her,  before  the  divan  and  Ramazan.  She  saw  they 
were  the  two  light-skinned  girls  who  had  been  in  the 
harem,  but  now,  in  the  glow  of  lamplight,  their  skin 
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looked  paler  still,  richly  tinted,  and  was  yet  more 
fully  revealed  by  their  light  dance  dresses.  At  sight 
of  their  scanty  attire  the  white  girl  felt  her  cheeks 
burn  ;  her  feelings  almost  choked  her. 

On  the  red  carpet  the  slim,  light  girls  danced  well, 
stepping  together  and  forming  strange  figures,  their 
thin  draperies  swaying  about  their  bare  legs  and  their 
anklets  and  bracelets  tinkling  at  every  step  and  move- 
ment. 

Slowly  and  cautiously  Valerie  turned  her  head  so 
that  her  look  could  rest  upon  the  Rajah.  He  was 
regarding  the  dancers  through  half-closed  eyes  and  a 
faint,  half-cynical  smile  turned  his  well-shaped  lips. 
Behind  his  couch  the  other  gorgeously  robed  figures 
looked  on  with  Oriental  impassiveness. 

The  girls  withdrew.  Valerie  drew  a  quick  breath 
through  her  set  teeth  ;  her  cheeks  still  burned. 

A  young  Indian  woman  in  full  orange  skirts,  with 
gold  earrings  and  bracelets,  then  danced,  and  when 
she  had  withdrawn  two  natives  brought  round  trays 
of  sweetmeats  and  drinks  in  crystal  glasses.  Valerie 
would  touch  neither  the  drink  nor  the  confections. 

With  a  clash  of  cymbals  another  girl  stepped  upon 
the  carpet  to  dance  ;  a  superb  being,  big  to  the  white 
girl,  good-looking,  but  dark  of  skin,  with  her  long 
black  hair,  only  confined  with  a  rope  of  pearls,  swaying 
loose  down  her  back,  her  heavily  embroidered  skirts 
swinging  about  her  and  red  and  white  stones  gleaming 
in  her  jacket. 

Beneath  the  rich  lamplight,  with  the  smoke  of  incense 
curling  about  her,  the  dark  girl  danced,  now  with  a 
clash  of  her  cymbals  and  a  wild  and  passionate  abandon, 
now  with  slow,  sinuous  movements.  A  barbaric, 
sensuous  dance  of  the  East  it  seemed  to  one  watcher. 
As  she  danced  she  moved  ever  near  the  divan  and  her 
long,  dark  eyes  sought  the  Rajah's ;  for  him  she 
danced,  from  him  she  sought  favour. 

Valerie  closed  her  eyes  and  sank  down  upon  the 
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cushions.  The  wild,  passionate  strain  of  the  music,  the 
clash  of  the  cymbals,  seemed  to  whip  her  blood  to  a 
fever-heat.  Lightly  clad  as  she  was,  the  hot,  scented 
air  seemed  to  stifle  her ;  the  waved  fans  hardly  dis- 
turbed it.  She  closed  her  eyes  against  the  gorgeous 
array  of  colours,  the  flash  of  ornaments,  the  dancing 

girl- 
It  seemed  as  if  he  sought  to  drug  her  senses ;    to 
chain  her  with  the  very  passion  and  splendour  of  the 
East. 

Her  hot  cheek  pressed  against  a  scarlet  cushion,  her 
body  limp  in  their  softness,  she  tried  to  think — to 
think  of  escape.  The  tom-toms  seemed  to  beat  the 
passing  seconds — and  still  she  had  found  no  way  of 
escape.  But  it  was  useless  ;  she  could  hear  too  plainly 
the  strange,  passionate  music,  the  clash  of  the  cymbals, 
and  the  soft  pad  of  the  dancer's  feet  on  the  rich  carpet. 
Again  she  drew  herself  up  on  the  cushions,  to  watch 
the  dancing  girl,  to  see  the  strange,  gorgeous  scene. 
She  hated  to  watch,  and  yet  she  had  to.  She  felt  she 
loathed  the  scene  and  yet  it  fascinated  her,  held  her  so 
that  she  could  not  turn  her  eyes  away. 

With  sinuous  movements  and  soft  steps  upon  the 
carpet  the  girl  danced,  her  supple  body  swaying  to  the 
music  and  her  cymbals,  striving  to  allure  the  man  who 
was  ever  cold  to  her  charms.  And  on  her  cushions  the 
white  girl  watched,  half  loathing  the  scene,  yet  unable 
to  look  away,  feeling  she  hated  the  man  who  was  master 
of  it  all  more  intensely  than  ever  before. 

With  a  clashing  of  cymbals  and  screech  of  music  the 
dance  ended.  The  Rajah  put  down  his  hookah,  drew 
himself  up  on  the  divan  and  swung  his  legs  to  the 
ground.  There  was  a  faint  stir  in  the  hall.  He  turned 
and  addressed  the  natives  about  him  in  their  own 
tongue.  The  stir  increased ;  there  was  a  sound  of 
movement,  the  swish  of  robes,  the  pad  of  slippered  feet 
upon  the  floor,  and  slowly  the  dazzling  scene  moved 
and  broke. 
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The  Rajah's  court  dispersed.  A  silence  fell  upon  the 
luxurious  hall  as  it  slowly  emptied  ;  a  silence  strangely 
intense  and  somewhat  brooding  after  the  music.  The 
lovely  olive-skinned  Trada  and  two  natives  at  opposite 
entrances  alone  remained  ;  even  the  musicians  departed 
from  the  tank  head. 

The  Rajah  rose  from  the  divan,  the  star  in  his  turban 
flashing,  the  pearls  gleaming  on  his  breast,  and  stepping 
to  the  floor  walked  leisurely  to  where  the  tiger  cub  had 
been  left  sitting  upon  the  rug-strewn  ground.  The 
golden  eyes  of  the  girl  on  the  divan  step  followed  his 
slim,  handsome,  scarlet-clad  figure.  Valerie  struggled 
up  from  her  couch  of  cushions,  her  heart  racing,  her 
hand  pressed  to  her  bare  side.  Gaining  the  floor  she 
rose,  swayed  a  moment  upon  her  feet  and  stumbling 
across  the  red  carpet  reached  the  head  of  the  water 
tank  where  she  sank  upon  the  marble  edge,  pressing 
her  cheek  against  the  cool  stone  of  one  of  the  lions. 

Ramazan  leisurely  lifted  the  cub  to  a  small  table  and 
rubbed  his  slender,  jewelled  fingers  up  its  soft  fur. 
With  her  slow,  sinuous  movements  the  golden  Trada 
rose  from  her  cushions  and  stepped  over  the  rich  carpet 
towards  him  with  a  graceful,  gliding  walk,  all  her 
jewels  flashing  in  the  light  against  her  olive  skin.  Her 
henna-stained  fingers  touched  him  ;  her  arms  came 
about  him  from  behind. 

Swiftly  Valerie  looked  up,  conscious  of  the  least 
sound  in  that  soft,  brooding  stillness.  She  saw  the 
bare  arms  of  the  beautiful  Eastern  girl  about  the 
Rajah  ;  saw  him  catch  her  lightly  with  one  arm  as  she 
fell  against  him. 

Half  fainting  though  she  was  with  her  emotions,  the 
hot  air  and  heavy  scent,  Valerie  came  up  rigid  upon 
the  marble  ledge.  She  saw  the  big  star  flash  upon  his 
scarlet  turban  ;  saw  his  half-closed  eyes,  the  faint 
smile  about  his  lips  as  he  looked  down  at  the  girl  who 
lay  against  him,  in  his  arm,  panting,  alluring,  superbly 
beautiful  in  her  dusky,  voluptuous  way.  The  soft 
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smoke  of  the  incense  curled  up  and  about  them  in 
bluish,  twining  wreaths.  Then,  deliberately,  the 
young  Rajah  raised  his  head  and  looked  straight  at 
her. 

Valerie  sprang  to  her  feet  with  one  movement  and 
without  the  least  effort  then.  Her  blue  eyes,  held  by 
his,  blazed  with  a  fire  that  made  her  superb  in  her  fury. 
Her  lovely,  lightly  clad  figure  trembled  with  the 
passion  which  gripped  her. 

It  was  almost  a  minute  ere  she  realised  her  fury  was 
altogether  too  sincere  and  intense  for  the  situation ; 
indeed,  the  quick  flash  of  his  dark  eyes  and  his  deep- 
ening smile  made  her  aware  that  she  was  taking  too 
great  an  interest  in  his  affairs,  that  she  was  not  showing 
the  indifference  that  she  should  have  done.  She 
strove  to  control  herself.  Drawing  herself  up,  she 
flashed  upon  him  a  look  of  contempt  and  loathing  and 
turned  towards  the  mirror-like  lake.  Yet,  a  moment 
later,  she  covertly  regarded  him  from  the  stone  lion. 

The  Rajah  laughed  lightly,  straightened,  and,  with 
a  sudden,  easy  movement,  swung  the  girl  on  to  her 
feet.  Lightly  he  addressed  her ;  then,  turning  his 
back  upon  her,  he  picked  up  the  tiger  cub. 

Trada  had  reached  the  divan  when,  with  a  swift, 
sudden  movement,  she  turned.  Her  hand  went  to  her 
waist  and  a  small,  Oriental  dagger  flashed  into  view. 

Valerie's  interest  increased  on  the  moment ;  her 
breath  came  swiftly  through  her  parted  lips,  a  bright 
light  was  in  her  eyes.  She  looked  from  the  tense  girl 
to  the  Rajah's  turned  back.  What  would  the  former 
do  ?  Would  she  dare ? 

The  dagger  gripped  in  her  hand  Trada  regarded 
that  supple,  scarlet  back  turned  to  her ;  then,  half 
turning,  her  look  of  hate  and  rage  fell  upon  the  white 
girl.  With  a  sudden  gust  of  fury  she  flung  the  knife  at 
her  and  fled.  The  weapon  flashed  through  the  air, 
passed  a  foot  above  the  dark  brown  hair  and  with  a 
light  splash  fell  into  the  water  of  the  tank. 


158  RAMAZAN,   THE   RAJAH 

The  Rajah  swung  round ;  his  dark  glance  flashed 
about  the  hall,  but  nothing  was  disturbed  excepting 
the  silken  curtains  of  one  entrance  which  swayed  in 
the  shadow.  Only  a  faint  gasp  had  escaped  Valerie ; 
she  had  not  cried  out.  Death  might  even  be  preferable 
to  being  the  captive  of  this  young  Indian  Prince. 

Ramazan  turned  slowly  and  regarded  his  white 
captive. 

"  Come,  my  Valerie.  We  will  dine  together  now — 
you  and  I.  The  Rajah  and  his  favourite  slave  !  " 

"  No  !  "  Valerie  could  not  contain  herself  then.  "  I 
hate  you  ! — I  loathe  your  ways  ! — I " 

Ramazan  turned  and  walking  up  the  hall  addressed 
one  of  the  natives  in  the  shadow.  She  heard  the  click 
of  a  door  being  shut  the  left  side  of  the  hall.  He 
moved  back  to  the  divan  and  with  one  foot  swept  the 
cushions  from  the  step.  She  saw  that  he  wore  slippers 
with  curled  toes,  embroidered  with  small  pearls. 

With  a  fascinated  gaze  she  watched  him,  conscious 
that,  save  for  the  one  native  in  the  shadow,  they  were 
now  alone  in  the  hall.  The  blood  had  not  ceased  to 
beat  hotly  in  her  veins,  though  the  warm  air  and 
Oriental  scents  almost  drugged  her  senses. 

He  turned  by  the  divan  and  looked  at  her.  Then, 
slowly,  he  walked  over  the  rich  carpet  to  her,  the  star 
flashing  in  his  turban,  the  rows  of  pearls  gleaming 
palely  against  the  scarlet  of  his  robe. 

"  Now — we  are  alone.  The  still,  fragrant  night  is 
before  us.  Do  you  not  feel — do  you  not  know — we  are 
in  the  mystic,  throbbing  heart  of  the  East  ?  Cold, 
hard  civilisation  is  so  far  away — so  far  away  that  here 
it  is  little  known.  We  are  alone  here — you  and  I !  " 

She  shrank  against  the  marble  ledge,  her  hand 
pressed  to  her  breast.  His  glinting,  burning  glance 
seemed  to  devour  every  detail  of  her  beauty.  Her 
pale,  slender  figure  in  the  thin  Indian  silks  and  shim- 
mering pearls  and  jewels  took  on  a  yet  greater  loveli- 
ness in  the  subdued,  red  light  from  the  lion's  head,  and 
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the  orange  trousers  and  bright  ornaments  showed  up 
more  strikingly  the  whiteness  of  her  soft  skin. 

"  Allah  !  you  are  beautiful.  You  are  more  beautiful 
than  any  woman  of  the  East.  You  are  a  vision  of 
exquisite  delight  to  make  a  man's  senses  reel  before  the 
sight  of  you — and  yet  false !  "  The  last  words  came  in 
a  completely  changed  tone.  "  You  are  so  lovely — you 
are  one  of  the  lovely  creatures  of  life — and  yet  false  !  " 
It  was  as  if  each  tune  he  checked  himself,  forced  him- 
self to  remember. 

"  False  !  "  she  gasped.  "  You — you  dare  accuse  me 
of  being  false,  you,  an  Oriental !  " 

His  dark  eyes  scarcely  flashed  ;  his  face  was  inscrut- 
able. 

'  You  accuse  me  of  being  false — you  !  "  Her  eyes 
looked  black  in  the  coloured  light ;  the  pearls  shim- 
mered as  her  slender  body  quivered.  It  seemed  to  her 
that  he  had  deliberately  endeavoured  to  show  her  how 
Oriental  he  was,  and  Valerie  could  not  forget.  "  You 
accuse  me  of  being  false  !  Was  it  so  great  a  thing  that 
I  lied  to  you  when  you,  all  the  time,  were  lying  to  me  ?  " 

The  Rajah's  eyes  opened  and  showed  their  deep 
brown  hue. 

"  In  what — did  I  lie  to  you  ?  "  he  enquired. 

"  In  everything,  I  should  think,"  she  cried.  "  But  I 
never  believed  you — that  you  spoke  any  word  of  truth  ! 
You  said  you  lived  alone  here  in  your  palace ;  that 
you  never  had  or  loved  a  woman  before  me !  " 

"  So — you  did  not  believe  me  ?  "  said  the  Rajah 
softly. 

"  No  ;  I  did  not !  Oh,  I  am  not  quite  such  a  fool. 
I  know  a  little  of  the  East.  I  know  of  the  cunning 
and  craftiness  of  Orientals,  though  it  is  cloaked  by 
their  suaveness,  and  you  are  an  Oriental.  I  guessed 
how  much  truth  was  hi  your  words.  You  could  lie  well 
enough  to  get  me,  a  white  girl,  to  your  palace.  Here, 
in  this  place,  is  your  harem,  and  your  native  women  !  " 

The  Rajah's  eyes  widened  yet  more.    He  opened  his 
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lips  as  if  to  speak  and  then  closed  them  again  to 
a  hard,  determined  set.  Slowly,  half-mockingly,  he 
smiled. 

"  And  am  I  supposed  to  possess  every  one  you  have 
seen  for  a  wife  ?  " 

Valerie  put  her  hand  to  her  throat  and  half  swayed. 
The  mockery  in  his  tones  she  hardly  noticed. 

"  I  knew  very  well  you'd  have  your  Eastern  harem, 
your  women,  your  native  wives  !  " 

"  Then,"  said  he,  coolly,  "  are  you  not  vastly  grati- 
fied that  I  favour  you  among  all  my  women  ?  " 

"  Oh,  you  beast !  you " 

She  swayed  and  closed  her  eyes.  The  burning 
incense  rose  and  curled  about  her  in  twining  smoke 
rings.  He  took  a  step  to  her  and  caught  her  up  in  his 
arms. 


CHAPTER  XVIII 

IN  the  big,  luxurious,  dome-roofed  chamber  in  the 
Rajah's  apartments  Valerie  Ransome  knelt  upon 
a  cushioned  ottoman  watching,  with  darkly  blue 
eyes  through  black  lashes,  the  slim,  attractive  figure 
of  Reuel  de  Ramazan  who  sat,  cross-legged,  upon  the 
couch  but  a  few  feet  from  her. 

Two  lamps  similar  to  those  in  the  main  hall  threw 
down  a  rich  orange  glow  which  subdued  the  many 
vivid  colours  but  did  not  completely  light  the  big  apart- 
ment. The  perfumed  smoke  rising  from  the  mouth  of 
the  green  god  and  curling  round  the  walls  gave  it  a 
strange,  mystic  effect. 

It  had  been  a  strange  meal  to  Valerie ;  that  meal 
which  she  had  partaken  with  the  Rajah  in  his  low- 
lying,  beautiful  palace  with  an  Indian  night  shedding 
its  fragrant  stillness  and  darkness  without.  Beauti- 
fully served,  it  had  been  very  different  to  the  meals  she 
had  lately  had  on  her  journey  through  this  rich  tropical 
country,  and  feeling  faint  and  weak  she  had  forced 
herself  to  eat  a  little  and  to  drink  a  sweet,  ruby  liquid 
which  was  like  wine,  but,  a  prey  to  her  tense,  conflicting 
feelings,  she  found  it  no  easy  matter. 

They  had  not  spoken  during  the  meal  while  the 
attendants  had  moved  soft-footed  over  the  rugs  about 
them,  but  now  the  meal  had  been  cleared  away  and, 
after  placing  sweetmeats  and  cigarettes  upon  the  small 
tables,  the  men  had  withdrawn. 

The  silence  continued  but  seemed  now  more  intense, 
more  brooding  since  the  natives'  departure.  Through 
the  slightly  clouded  air  they  regarded  each  other,  he 
openly,  she  covertly.  He,  holding  a  cigarette  to  his 
lips,  watched  her  through  the  bluish  smoke  which 
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curled  before  him.  She,  half  kneeling  on  the  soft 
cushions,  with  every  sense  on  the  alert,  waited  tensely 
for  any  movement  on  his  part. 

Without  the  Eastern  night  was  still,  fragrant,  mystic. 
Somewhere  a  tom-tom  throbbed. 

On  one  of  the  small  tables  was  a  bowl  filled  with 
blooms  of  red  and  white  roses  from  the  palace  garden, 
still  splashed  with  the  night  dew.  Ramazan  moved, 
stretched  out  his  hand  and,  taking  one  of  the  large  red 
blooms,  held  it  a  moment  against  his  face  ;  then, 
lightly,  he  tossed  it  upon  the  lap  of  the  tense  beautiful  girl. 

Valerie  moved  her  head,  flashed  him  a  furious, 
expressive  look  from  her  blackly  blue  eyes  and  catching 
up  the  rose  flung  it  upon  the  floor,  where  it  lay  a  mass 
of  fragrant,  glowing  petals. 

"  You  do  not  appreciate  my  favours,"  said  the  Rajah 
softly.  "  The  favours  others  strive  to  obtain." 

Valerie  set  her  firm  red  lips  and  sat  stiff  upon  the  soft 
cushions,  her  hands  tightly  clasped  upon  her  silk-clad 
knees. 

So  the  silence  continued  again,  expressive,  brooding. 

He  did  not  again  speak,  but  sat  regarding  her  with 
that  narrowed,  glinting  glance  of  his.  She  endured  it 
as  long  as  she  could,  but  at  last  the  silence  and  his 
steady,  sinister  regard  became  more  than  she  could 
bear  and  she  was  forced  to  speak. 

"  Ramazan,  there  is  still  a  chance  for  you  to  avoid 
the  consequences  of  your  outrage  to-day.  Let  me  go 
now,  at  once,  and  the  British  authorities  will  be  more 
lenient  with  you." 

"  I  have  not  yet  begun  to  tire  of  you." 

Valerie's  hands  clenched  in  the  soft  cushions  on 
which  she  knelt  so  stiffly. 

"  Yet,"  she  cried,  "  you  fear  the  British  authorities. 
Yes,  for  all  your  fine  words,  your  boasting,  you  fear 
them.  Else  why  have  you  taken  my  brother  and  my 
friends  prisoners  ?  So  that  they  can't  give  information 
of  your  attack  upon  us  to-day !  " 
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The  Rajah  regarded  her  a  moment,  and  then  laughed 
with  a  curl  of  his  mocking  lips. 

"  Reassure  yourself  'twas  not  for  that  reason  I  had 
them  seized.  Had  that  been  all  the  mischief  they 
could  do,  I'd  have  left  them  in  the  country.  The 
situation  of  Kashmine  is  not  well  known." 

Her  eyes  slightly  widened  and  darkened  ;  she  forced 
her  look  from  his  and  involuntarily  flashed  a  glance 
about  the  luxurious  apartment.  The  barbaric  beauty 
of  the  palace,  the  rich  cushions,  rugs  and  draperies, 
seemed  to  mock  back  at  her.  One  lamp  was  burning 
low,  lessening  the  glow  of  light.  She  sensed  the 
night's  swift  approach,  the  speeding  seconds  seemed 
to  throb  and  pass  as  her  own  heartbeats — and  she 
had  found  no  way  of  escape.  Fate  seemed  to  be 
stealing  relentless  arms  about  her. 

"  Your  party  had  to  be  stopped  ;  as  it  happened 
you  were  with  them,  so  I  accomplished  two  things, 
which  I  had  planned  to  do,  at  the  same  time." 

"  For  what  other  reason,  if  not  for  the  one  I  say  ?  " 
she  cried,  contemptuously,  keeping  a  firm  control  of 
herself. 

"  My  Valerie,  even  as  you  entered  Poona  from  Bom- 
bay on  business,  so  did  I  also  enter  Poona  on  business 
from  the  country,"  returned  the  Rajah,  sitting  easily 
on  the  couch,  his  hands  clasping  his  ankles.  "  My 
visit  there  that  time  was  as  much  for  business  as 
pleasure.  But  it  happened  that  I  saw  in  Poona  a 
woman.  Allah  !  the  cause  of  all  woe — and  all  delight. 
A  woman  for  whom  I  had  looked  and  waited,  scorning 
the  love  of  others.  Her  I  loved  with  an  intense,  passion- 
ate love  that  almost  drugged  my  senses  and  my  reason !  " 

Valerie  glanced  at  him  quickly,  her  lips  parted  with 
her  swift  breath,  a  flush  on  her  cheeks,  but  with  her 
blue  eyes  hard  and  suspicious. 

"  I  was  warned  against  her.  Many  there  were  who 
warned  me ;  I  was  told  she  was  the  one  I  had  to 
suspect,  but  I  would  not  heed  them — I  loved  her. 
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My  business  in  Poona  was  forgotten — nay,  rather 
would  I  have  thrown  that  business,  everything,  to  the 
hot,  east  winds  for  love  of  her  !  " 

Valerie's  glance  suddenly  brightened  and  narrowed. 
Had  she  still  power  to  move  him  ? 

"  If  you  love  me,"  she  whispered  swiftly,  "  if  you 
have  ever  loved  me,  you  will  not  keep  me  here,  against 
my  will " 

"  Do  you  think  I  still  love  you  ?  "  came  his  hard, 
even  voice.  "  Do  you  think  my  love  could  live  after 
the  way  you  have  treated  it  ?  You  have  killed  love 
and  left  only  my  passion — but  you  shall  satisfy  my 
passion  !  " 

She  shrank  against  the  soft  cushions.  This  young, 
aloft  Prince,  with  his  dark,  attractive  face  so  hardly 
set,  his  eyes  narrowed  and  glinting,  his  beautiful  lips 
showing  a  merciless  curve,  was  not  the  tender  but 
intensely  ardent  lover  of  their  moonlight  tryst  in  the 
temple  garden.  This  was  a  man  to  be  feared,  not 
ruled.  She  shivered  in  the  hot,  scented  air. 

"  Yes,  I  was  a  fool !  "  He  snapped  the  words  with 
a  meeting  of  his  white  teeth.  "A  fool,  and  I  almost 
paid  for  my  folly,  but — not  quite.  I  did  not  know 
you  then  as  I  do  now.  In  tune  I  obtained  proof  of 
the  part  you  were  playing,  the  woman  you  were,  and 
— I  could  have  killed  you  !  But — I  thought  of  the 
other  way.  For  deceit  one  should  be  punished,  and 
I  knew  the  better  way  to  repay  you,  as  you  will  under- 
stand— if,  indeed,  you  are  woman  enough." 

She  came  to  her  knees,  her  hands  clenched  to  keep 
at  bay  her  growing  apprehension,  watching  him  as 
one  might  watch  a  deadly  opponent.  Still  she  fenced, 
playing  for  time. 

"  I  don't  see  what  this  has  to  do  with  my  brother 
and  friends  being  captured." 

"  Did  you  think,  then,  that  your  party  would  be 
allowed  to  proceed  through  the  country  uninterrupted 
on  their  business  ?  Did  you  think  you  could  visit 


RAMAZAN,  THE   RAJAH  165 

certain  Chiefs  and  Princes  with  the  intention  of  spying 
upon  them " 

"  What !  "  she  almost  gasped.     "  You  knew  ?  " 

The  Rajah  smiled  coolly,  half  contemptuously. 

"  My  dear  Valerie,  we  are  not  quite  so  ignorant  as 
you  seem  to  think.  Nor  is  your  white  Government 
so  vastly  clever.  Nay,  rather  I  think  it  the  reverse. 
My  business  in  Poona  was  to  find  out  what  steps  the 
British  authorities  were  taking  to  put  their  wits  against 
the  wits  of  certain  Chiefs  and  Princes  here.  I  obtained 
better  information  than  you  did,  my  Valerie.  I  knew 
quite  well  the  purpose  of  your  journey  into  the  country." 

Valerie  was  completely  speechless  with  amazement 
and  rage  and  almost  stared  at  him.  He  knew — he 
had  known  all  the  time  !  She  had  thought  he  had 
played  into  their  hands,  she  had  trifled  with  him, 
endeavoured  to  allure  him  for  their  own  gain,  and 
all  the  time  he  was  the  very  man  who  suspected, 
who  had  travelled  into  Poona  for  the  purpose  of 
thwarting  them  ! 

Words  could  not  describe  Valerie's  feelings  at  that 
moment,  and  yet,  lost  as  she  was  in  her  own  thoughts, 
the  sound  of  his  voice,  his  next  words,  caught  her 
attention. 

"  When  I  first  spoke  with  you,"  said  he  in  a  low, 
constrained,  even  voice,  his  narrowed,  glinting  glance 
still  on  her,  "  I  thought  what  a  wonderful  woman 
you  would  be  to  love.  But  now  I  know  you  better. 
I  think  'twould  be  impossible  for  you,  cold,  calculating, 
English  beauty  that  you  are,  to  feel  so  warm  and 
sincere  a  passion  as  love.  Yet  nature  made  you  for 
it ;  nature  made  you  so  perfect  of  form,  so  lovely. 
Your  life  has  been  for  other  pursuits.  Allah  !  do  you 
know  what  you  miss  ?  But  you  shall  find  that  you 
can  play  the  deceiver  once  too  often.  To  gain  your 
own  petty  desires  you  lie  and  deceive,  caring  not  who 
suffers,  so  you  are  not  worthy  of  any  respect  or  homage, 
and  I  will  show  you  none " 
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"  And  you  said  you  loved  me  !  "  She  flung  back 
her  head,  her  red  lips  curling  with  scorn  and  contempt. 
"  If  I  did  not  speak  the  truth,  what  about  your  words 
of  love  to  me  ?  If  that  is  your  way  of  love,  then 
I'm  not  strange  in  loathing  it.  Because  I  refused 
you  ;  because  I  have  shown  you  I  do  not  want  your 
love,  you  would  force  it  upon  me  !  " 

Ramazan's  dark  eyes  were  half  closed  as  he 
looked  at  her.  When  he  spoke  it  was  slowly  and 
evenly. 

"  You  are  wrong.  You  did  not  refuse  me  ;  you 
did  not  say  you  did  not  want  my  love  ;  instead,  you 
said  you  cared  for  me,  that  you  could  not  help  caring 

Allah,  that  a  woman  could  be  so  false  !  "  A 

golden  light  like  a  flame  leapt  in  the  depth  of  his 
brown  eyes,  but  with  an  effort  he  controlled  himself 
and  his  youthful  face  was  strikingly  hard  and  merci- 
less. Valerie,  knowing  the  truth  of  his  words,  felt 
the  blood  hot  in  her  face. 

"  Had  you  told  me  from  the  first  that  you  did  not 
want  my  love,"  he  went  on,  "  that  you  could  never 
love  me,  I  would  have  found  the  strength  to  let  you 

go." 

She  regarded  him  with  eyes  darkly  blue.  The 
scented  smoke  from  the  mouth  of  the  green  god  wavered 
downwards  and  curled  between  them. 

"  But  no,"  he  snapped,  "  you  thought  to  play  with 
me  as,  doubtless,  you  have  played  with  many  others. 
You  thought  to  allure  me  with  that  false  beauty  of 
yours,  as  you  have  allured  other  men,  giving  them 
nothing  when  you  have  had  all  you  want  from  them. 
Well,  you  will  find  that,  in  this  instance,  you  have 
failed.  You  scorned  me  and  my  love,  now  you  shall 
have — my  hate,  shall  we  say  ?  " 

She  drew  back  to  the  edge  of  the  cushions,  the  pearls 
and  stones  in  her  small,  tightly-clinging  jacket 
gleaming  in  the  now  subdued  light  as  her  breast  heaved 
with  her  half-panting  breaths.  Her  hands  were 
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clenched  in  a  fringed  drapery  which  lay  half  on  the 
cushions  and  her  eyes,  held  by  his,  were  as  dark  as 
the  curling  lashes. 

The  faint  sounds  in  the  palace  had  all  died  down  ; 
even  the  throb  of  the  tom-toms  had  ceased,  and  the 
place  lay  in  a  still,  mystic  silence.  The  one  lamp  had 
flickered  out,  and  in  the  greatly  subdued  light  the  vivid 
colours  about  the  luxurious  apartment  glowed  with 
softer,  shadowy  hue. 

The  Rajah  put  down  his  legs  and  rose  from  the 
couch,  his  glance  still  upon  her.  In  a  moment  Valerie 
was  on  her  feet,  springing  up  from  the  cushions.  His 
even  voice  made  her  hand  go  to  her  throat  and  her 
eyes  widened  till  they  were  strikingly  beautiful.  For 
all  her  self-will,  her  assurance,  she  realised  that  she 
was  but  a  woman  after  all — and  for  the  first  time  in 
all  her  life  stark  fear  gripped  her  ;  fear  that  she  had 
never  realised  could  exist  or  had  thought  it  possible 
she  could  feel,  and  the  emotion  was  so  foreign  and 
intense  that  for  a  moment  she  felt  weak  and  faint. 

"No  !  "  she  gasped,  backing. 

Instinctively,  like  some  lovely  trapped  creature 
seeking  escape,  she  cast  a  glance  round  the  luxurious 
chamber.  But  again  the  rich,  soft,  voluptuous  beauty 
of  it  seemed  to  mock  back  at  her.  She  knew  all  too 
well  no  way  offered  escape  ;  that  the  entrances  from 
the  inner  room  would  be  fastened,  that  a  native  now 
squatted  in  the  passage  near  the  main  hall. 

Her  look  came  back  to  Ramazan  as  he  stepped  up 
to  the  cushions  on  which  she  had  knelt.  It  fell  upon 
the  curved,  Oriental  knife  with  artistic  jewelled  hilt 
which  was  thrust  amid  the  folds  of  the  darker  red 
sash  at  his  waist. 

She  had  seen  this  knife  before,  but  now  her  attention 
became  fixed  upon  it.  It  was  a  weapon  ;  it  was  her 
only  chance  ! 

The  Rajah  stepped  round  the  cushions.  With  her 
hands  pressed  to  her  heaving  breast,  her  dark  eyes 
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half  hidden  by  their  drooping  lids,  she  stood  a  moment, 
and  then  came  a  dead  weight  against  him. 

Ramazan  caught  her  in  his  arms  as  she  fell  upon 
him.  Her  hands  went  to  his  waist,  closed  about  the 
hilt  of  the  knife,  and,  ere  those  strong  arms  could 
tighten  about  her,  exerting  all  her  remaining  strength, 
she  jerked  it  upwards  out  of  its  sheath  and  with  the 
same  movement  tore  herself  from  him,  reeling  back- 
wards against  the  mosaic-patterned  wall. 

A  faint  ejaculation  fell  from  the  Rajah's  lips  ;  those 
darkly  brown  eyes  of  his  gleamed. 

For  a  still,  tense  minute  they  stood  facing  each 
other  ;  the  girl  pale  and  breathless,  her  back  against 
the  wall,  the  naked  knife  gripped  in  her  hand,  the  man, 
slim  and  lithe,  poised  as  though  waiting  attack. 

Ramazan  moved  and  strode  towards  her,  but  her 
left  hand  came  up,  warningly. 

"  Stop  !  "  she  gasped.  "  If  you  come  nearer — if 
you  touch  me — I  will  kill  you  !  " 

Valerie  meant  what  she  said.  With  the  knife  gripped 
in  her  right  hand,  she  had  no  hesitation  as  to  what 
she  would  do. 

Ramazan  advanced  the  few  remaining  steps  up  to 
her,  slow,  unhurried,  but  very  sure,  his  eyes  not  for 
a  moment  leaving  her.  A  sobbing  breath  hissed 
between  Valerie's  parted  lips,  she  raised  her  arm  and 
the  knife  flashed  up  and  then  downward  through  the 
hot,  scented  air. 

Straight  and  true  she  struck  at  him,  but  with  a 
swift,  lithe  movement  he  sprang  to  one  side  and  then, 
as  swiftly,  gripped  her  wrist.  She  reeled  against  him, 
carried  forward  with  the  force  of  the  thrust,  and  his 
other  hand  closed  about  her  other  arm.  Like  a  wild 
thing  she  fought  him  then,  struggling  to  get  free,  to 
release  her  hand  and  the  knife,  but  he  held  her  with 
a  strength  that  was  so  much  greater  than  hers. 

In  their  struggle  they  gained  the  couch  and  panting 
and  trembling  she  sank  upon  the  cushions  before  it,  yet 
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still  gripping  the  knife.  She  had  already  known  the 
strength  of  his  dark,  slender  fingers,  but  now  they 
were  about  her  wrist  like  fingers  of  steel,  holding  her 
as  in  a  vice,  but  with  set  teeth  she  kept  her  own 
fingers  tight  about  the  knife-hilt. 

"  Leave  go  of  it,  Valerie,"  came  his  hard,  even 
voice.  "  Or  I  shall  hurt  you." 

But  her  fingers  clung  to  the  jewelled  hilt  with  a 
desperation  and  fury  that  would  not  let  her  yield. 
Slowly  he  turned  her  wrist.  She  set  her  teeth  again 
to  endure  the  pain  which  shot  up  her  arm.  Yet  still 
she  clung  to  the  knife. 

"  Little  fool,  have  you  not  learnt  'tis  useless  to 
struggle  against  me  ?  Do  you  wish  me  to  hurt  you, 
then  ?  " 

Deliberately  he  twisted  her  wrist.  Valerie  endured 
it  as  long  as  she  could,  and  then  a  faint  moan  escaped 
her  lips  and  the  knife  slipped  from  her  relaxed  fingers 
to  the  floor.  He  released  her,  picked  it  up  and  tossed 
it  to  the  other  side  of  the  apartment. 

Seating  himself  on  the  couch  he  took  hold  of  her 
other  wrist,  causing  her  to  start  up  and  resist  furiously 
again,  but  struggle  and  exert  her  strength  as  she  would 
she  could  not  loosen  his  hold  or  pull  him  up  from  the 
couch.  She  paused  and  her  blue  eyes  blazed  hate  and 
fury  at  him.  His  laughter  came  softly  and  he  drew 
her  to  him,  making  her  resist  again.  Her  slippered 
foot  caught  in  one  of  the  rich  draperies  trailing  from 
the  couch  and  she  fell  upon  him,  into  his  arms. 

For  one  short,  breathless  moment  she  lay  in  his 
arms  ;  then  his  lips  were  crushed  to  hers,  and,  after, 
upon  her  cheeks,  her  hair,  her  throat,  in  swift,  pas- 
sionate kisses. 

"  You  will  be  my  slave — if  I  wish,"  he  said,  and 
kissed  her  again,  full  upon  the  lips. 

Getting  her  arms  free  at  last,  she  hit  him  with  all 
her  strength,  and  there  was  nothing  half-hearted  about 
Valerie's  fighting,  yet  he  laughed  levelly  through  his 
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tight-set  white  teeth.  Struggling  and  fighting  from 
him  at  last  she  stumbled  to  her  feet. 

"Oh,  you — devil !  "  she  blazed,  panting. 

He  rose  also  from  the  divan. 

"  Yes,  I  can  be  a  devil — as  I  warned  you  I  could  be. 
But  who  has  made  me  one  now  ?  Do  not  complain 
if  you  do  not  like  your  handiwork,  my  Valerie  !  " 

He  regarded  her  with  his  narrowed,  glinting  glance, 
one  hand  on  his  hip,  the  rings  on  his  fingers  gleaming 
in  the  subdued  light,  as  did  the  silver  band  round 
his  wrist  which  seemed  to  emphasise  the  supple  strength 
of  his  slender  hands.  Valerie  moved  back,  her  hand 
against  her  throat,  her  eyes  wide  and  blackly  blue. 

He  stepped  towards  her,  from  the  couch.  Swiftly, 
blindly,  she  turned  and  fled  through  the  orange 
curtains. 

Her  faltering  steps  took  her  but  a  little  way  into 
the  inner  room.  She  swayed,  caught  blindly  at  draping 
red  curtains,  and  fell,  half  on  the  cushions,  half  on 
the  rug-strewn  floor  at  the  foot  of  the  big  bed. 

The  other  side  of  the  orange  curtains  the  young 
Rajah  stood,  motionless. 

Twice  he  had  moved  his  arm  to  touch  the  silken 
hangings,  and  twice  drawn  back.  His  slender  hands 
were  clasped  before  him,  the  knuckles  showing  white, 
and  a  rigid  tenseness  was  in  the  whole  of  his  slim, 
lithe  figure.  The  mercilessness,  the  passion  was  not  so 
obvious  in  his  eyes  now  ;  they  were  dark  and  brooding, 
and  lines  showed  by  his  delicate,  hardly-set  lips. 

It  was  a  hard  battle  for  him.  There  were  many 
things  to  sway  him  first  one  way  then  the  other. 
The  power  of  the  East  and  the  clinging  strength  of 
the  West  conflicted  fiercely  to  rule  him.  Unaided  he 
struggled  between  the  two  courses.  Fate  stood  aloft 
and  left  the  decision  in  his  hands.  Only  the  rich, 
voluptuous  elegance  of  his  apartment  was  about  him, 
the  stillness  of  the  palace  seeming  to  envelop  him,  and 
this  did  but  further  the  power  of  the  Orient.  The 
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Orient,  in  the  heart  of  which  they  two  seemed  alone. 

"  Allah,  it  is  hard  !  Why  must  I  ever  struggle 
between  the  two  ?  Why  cannot  I  be  native  indeed, 

or  else "  Suddenly  the  passion  returned  and 

flamed  in  his  dark  eyes  again  ;  the  hard,  merciless  set 
returned  to  his  even  mouth.  "  No  !  she  shall  pay. 
Never  yet  have  I  swerved  from  my  purpose  and,  by 
Heaven,  I'll  not  now !  She'll  pay — as  I  planned ; 
I'll  not  spare  her  !  This  night — she  is  mine  !  " 

He  caught  the  orange  curtains,  flung  them  aside, 
and  walked  into  the  inner  chamber. 

Valerie  lay  on  the  tumbled  cushions  beside  the  bed 
as  she  had  fallen,  perfectly  motionless,  a  pathetic 
but  lovely  figure  in  the  clinging  Eastern  dress,  which 
seemed  to  reveal  every  curve  of  her  perfect,  relaxed 
body.  Very  pale  she  looked  upon  the  gorgeous, 
brilliant  cushions,  her  face  so  pale  that  it  looked  quite 
white  and  the  black  lashes  of  her  tightly  closed  eyes 
made  dark  half-circles  against  her  cheeks. 

The  Rajah  stood  looking  down  at  her.  So  lovely, 
so  pathetic  and  helpless  she  seemed,  lying  almost  at 
his  feet.  The  smoke  of  the  incense  did  not  penetrate 
to  this  inner  chamber  and  the  air  was  still,  holding 
only  a  faint  mingling  of  Oriental  perfumes. 

Slowly  the  Rajah's  expression  changed  ;  the  passion 
in  his  eyes  gave  place  to  a  look  of  deep  tenderness,  the 
hard,  cruel  lines  about  his  mouth  relaxed  and  his 
delicate  lips  curved  into  a  smile,  faint,  tender,  half 
sad,  which  altered  his  dark,  rather  hard  young  face 
completely. 

"  Poor  lovely  little  white  flower  !  "  he  murmured. 
"  I  think  you  have  learnt  your  lesson." 

He  bent  down,  lifted  her  in  his  arms  and  laid  her 
gently  in  the  midst  of  the  cushions  on  the  bed,  drawing 
one  of  the  rich  draperies  over  her.  For  a  moment  his 
lips  rested  against  her  cheek  while  his  slender  fingers 
strayed  through  her  dark  hair.  Then,  straightening, 
he  turned  and  walked  softly  from  the  chamber. 


CHAPTER  XIX 

PERFUME,  which  became  sweet  and  strong  or  faint 
and  elusive  but  which  was  insistingly  evident 
and  never  went  completely  away ;  softness,  warm 
and  yielding,  which  gave  a  sense  of  physical  comfort 
sufficient  to  produce  a  faint  and  exquisite  pleasure. 

These  were  Valerie  Ransome's  first  impressions  as 
she  awoke  to  the  dawn  of  a  new  Indian  day.  She 
lay  with  unopened  eyes,  not  questioning  where  she 
was  but  just  content  to  lie  and  enjoy  the  sense  of 
intense  physical  comfort  which  enveloped  her.  But 
after  a  while  of  blissful  content  that  drifting  scent, 
sweet  and  faint  as  it  was,  sought  to  hold  her  waking 
consciousness.  It  was  strange,  and  she  moved  rest- 
lessly. The  yielding  softness  upon  which  she  moved 
was  strange  also  and  she  opened  her  eyes.  A  rich 
apartment  she  saw,  dimly  illuminated  with  faint  light 
and  filled  with  rich  colours  in  a  costly  elegance  that 
bewildered  her. 

Valerie  struggled  up  to  a  sitting  position,  feeling 
herself  slightly  stiff  as  she  moved,  her  eyes  widely 
open  now.  Her  bed  was  a  wonderful  affair,  wide  and 
low,  with  soft,  draping  red  curtains  and  covered  with 
a  collection  of  bright  cushions  and  elegant  draperies. 
The  furniture  was  scarce  but  elegant,  rich  carpets 
and  rugs  were  on  the  floor  and  silken  curtains  hung 
by  entrances.  With  everything  there  was  a  strange, 
voluptuous  beauty  that  arrested  and  held.  The  air 
was  warm  and  heavy  with  that  sweet,  elusive  scent. 

She  put  up  a  hand  to  her  head,  pushing  from  her  fore- 
head the  heavy  hair  which,  loosened,  hung  down  upon 
her  shoulders  like  a  rich  dark  cloud,  emphasising  the 
beauty  of  her  pale,  straightly  featured  face.  Her  glance 
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wandered  round  the  costly  chamber  ;  her  brows  knitted 
in  the  effort  to  understand  what  she  saw.  She  felt 
strangely  tired  and  her  head  ached  painfully. 

She  noted  the  elegant  chamber,  the  small,  Indian 
tables — from  a  distance  she  heard  voices,  voices  speak- 
ing in  a  native  tongue 

Valerie's  hands  came  tight  against  her  cheeks  ;  her 
breath  caught  almost  with  a  gasp.  The  last  oblivion 
of  sleep  was  banished  and  with  a  sudden,  overwhelming 
rush  memory  returned  to  her. 

The  Rajah's  captive — the  captive  of  the  Rajah  of 
Kashmine,  held  prisoner  in  his  palace  somewhere  in  the 
heart  of  India  !  At  the  mercy  of  this  insolent,  arrogant 
young  Eastern  prince  ;  a  mercy  that  would  hold — for 
how  long  ? 

Everything  she  remembered.  Indeed,  the  events  of 
the  night,  which  seemed  hardly  to  have  passed,  were 
now  impressed  so  vividly  in  her  mind  that  it  seemed 
she  would  never  forget  them.  It  was  more  like  a  vivid 
nightmare  to  her,  yet  the  warm,  elegant  chamber  was 
there,  inclosing  her  with  soft  hangings,  but  a  power 
impregnable,  to  convince  her  that  it  was  all  exceedingly 
horribly  real.  It  was  no  dream  ;  all  the  events  of  that 
unforgettable  past  day  had  really  happened. 

She  could  hardly  realise  that  he  had  spared  her. 
But — for  how  long  would  his  mercy  hold  ? 

The  bright  light  of  an  advancing  Indian  day  forcing 
itself  through  the  orange  curtains  from  the  big  apart- 
ment at  length  brightened  the  inner  chamber. 

Valerie  Ransome  sat  upon  the  edge  of  the  wide, 
cushioned  bed.  Her  chin  rested  in  one  hand  and  her 
blue  eyes  stared  unseeingly  at  a  part  of  the  delicate 
wall.  There  was  a  faint  difference  about  her  ;  her  face 
showed  all  its  beauty,  but  it  was  exceedingly  pale  and 
had  a  strange,  rigid  set  about  it,  and  her  eyes,  widely 
open,  were  darkly  blue  with  a  famt,  very  faint  shadow 
beneath  them,  but  the  coldness  had  gone  from  their 
look,  even  as  had  the  curl  from  her  firm  red  lips. 
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In  her  ignorance  she  had  thought  herself  wise,  but 
now,  since  the  past  day,  she  was  wiser  than  she  had 
ever  been  before.  She  had  been  warned,  by  others 
with  more  experience  than  herself,  but  she  had  laughed 
at  them  and  now  she  knew  her  foolhardiness  to  her 
cost.  She  understood  the  East  now.  Civilisation, 
after  all,  was  but  a  poor  thing  here  ;  here,  in  the 
heart  of  India,  its  touch  could  not  be  felt.  The  East's 
mysterious  fascinating  beauty  had  held  her,  now  she 
knew  also  its  power  and  its  ruthlessness  ;  that  its 
colourful,  scented  serenity  could  be  a  fair  cloak  beneath 
which  lurked  its  fierce,  unbridled  passions. 

She  moved  slightly.  With  all  the  thinking  she  had 
done  that  morning  her  head  ached  more  painfully 
now.  She  was  altered  ;  she  felt  it  within  her.  She 
hardly  knew  herself  as  Valerie  Ransome,  cool,  assured 
woman  of  civilisation.  It  was  the  old  Valerie  who 
had  watched  the  natives  sweep  down  upon  them 
yesterday,  it  was  the  old  Valerie  who  had  defied  and 
fought  Reuel  de  Ramazan  the  past  night,  but  it  was 
a  new  Valerie  who,  knowing  herself  utterly  at  his 
mercy,  realising  herself  a  woman  with  a  woman's  fear, 
had  shrunk  back  almost  in  terror  from  her  menacing 
Indian  captor.  Where  was  her  coolness,  her  spirit, 
her  assurance  now  ?  He  had  taken  them  from  her ; 
he  had  reduced  her  to  submission,  had  bent  her  unbend- 
ing will  to  his,  and  had  proved  himself  her  master. 
Yes,  the  Rajah  had  proved  himself  her  master  ! 

Ah,  how  she  hated  him  ! — with  his  power,  his  cool 
assurance,  his  careless,  mocking  insolence,  his  kisses 
— how  she  hated  him  ! 

Remembrance  of  their  first  meeting,  when  she  had 
seen  him  an  arrogant,  richly  dressed  young  Indian 
on  a  white  horse,  came  to  her.  In  the  first  meeting 
of  their  looks  there  had  seemed  a  challenge,  as  if  each 
felt  the  other's  will  and  desired  to  conquer.  And  she 
— she  had  been  the  one  to  surrender  ! 

Again  every  incident  of  the  night  came  before  her 
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and  a  vivid  wave  of  colour  dyed  her  cheeks,  only  to 
recede  after  a  moment,  leaving  them,  if  possible,  paler 
than  before.  Yes,  life  had  been  shown  to  her  in  a 
different  way  to  what  she  had  been  used  to  knowing  it. 
She  felt  inclosed  in  the  very  heart  of  the  East,  held 
by  its  mystic,  alluring  power  in  a  way  that  thrilled 
and  half  terrified  her. 

It  seemed  hardly  possible  ;  she  could  scarce  realise 
her  position  then — that  she  was  captive  in  a  Rajah's 
palace.  Utterly  at  his  mercy,  a  mercy  that  would 
hold  for  as  long  as  it  pleased  him  to  spare  her. 

Faint  fury  gripped  her,  but  the  next  moment  she  had 
cast  a  look  of  fear  at  the  orange  curtains.  The  thought 
of  meeting  him  made  her  shrink  upon  the  cushions. 

It  was  the  Indian  women  who  had  attended  upon 
her  the  night  before  who  came  to  her,  entering  the 
inner  chamber  with  soft  steps.  Knowing  the  futility  of 
resistance,  and,  indeed,  feeling  utterly  incapable  of  it,  she 
allowed  them  to  bath  her  and  dress  her  hair,  but  when 
they  brought  new  and  elegant  but  scanty  Eastern  gar- 
ments for  her  she  refused  to  put  them  on  and  insisted  on 
wearing  her  own  white,  European  clothes,  and  with  such 
fury  and  determination  that  at  last  she  had  her  way. 

The  bath  and  the  food  they  brought  her  revived  her 
wonderfully.  The  heaviness  seemed  to  go  from  her 
head,  the  lassitude  from  her  stiff,  weary  limbs,  and 
by  the  time  she  stood  attired  in  her  white  riding  suit 
some  of  her  old  assurance,  her  old  spirit,  had  returned 
to  her  and  thoughts  of  defiance,  of  escape  filled  her  mind. 

Above  all  the  thought  of  escape  possessed  her.  This 
day  she  must  not  fail. 

One  of  the  women  inquired  if  she  would  visit  the 
garden.  Valerie  hesitated.  For  a  moment  she  stood, 
trembling,  fearing  to  pass  through  the  orange  curtains, 
dreading  to  meet  Ramazan.  But  the  thought  of  get- 
ting out  of  the  palace,  of  finding  a  way  of  escaping 
from  the  man  who  held  her  so  determinedly  and  with 
such  power,  made  her  go.  Gripping  her  shivering 
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courage,  she  flung  apart  the  curtains  and  stepped  into 
the  big  apartment. 

The  Rajah  was  not  in  his  apartments  or  the  main 
hall,  but  apprehension  held  the  white  girl  as  she  walked 
with  the  native  women. 

If  the  palace  had  looked  beautiful  the  night  before, 
it  seemed  yet  more  beautiful  in  the  fresh  Indian  day. 
The  glow  from  the  sunlight  coming  through  the  white 
curtains  gave  a  bright,  cool  light  to  the  big  hall.  The 
shining  floor  and  blue  and  white  walls  emphasised 
this  sense  of  coolness.  There  was  no  incense  burning 
and  the  air  was  fresh  and  sweet,  holding  only  the  scent 
of  many  flowers.  The  fountain  was  playing  with  its 
musical  tinkle  and,  with  many  joyous  shrieks,  the 
cockatoo,  who  had  come  down  from  its  perch,  was 
dipping  its  fine  head  in  the  clear  water. 

It  was  the  same  with  the  garden.  If  it  had  been 
lovely  the  night  before,  it  seemed  far  more  lovely  to 
Valerie  in  the  bright  light  of  the  Indian  day.  The 
bright  hues  of  the  mass  of  flowers  stood  out  vividly, 
their  colours  so  many  and  rich  that  they  could  well 
compete  with  the  colours  of  cushion  and  drapery  within 
the  palace,  yet  were  subdued  by  their  soft,  framing 
foliage.  The  small  stream  strove  to  mirror  the  blue 
sky  which  showed  through  the  waving  branches  of  the 
palms  and  the  white  paths  and  palace  roofs  seemed 
dazzlingly  white  in  the  sunlight.  Small  fishes  could 
be  seen  in  the  stream,  and  the  birds  showed  themselves 
so  tame  that  they  flew  fearlessly  about  them  and 
perched  upon  the  hands  of  the  native  women,  and  on 
her  own  when  she  held  it  out. 

Yes,  it  was  beautiful — all  so  beautiful.  What  fairer 
place  could  be  found  than  this  ?  Civilisation  with 
its  noisy,  dusty  streets,  its  plain  houses,  its  work  and 
rush  seemed  almost  horrible  to  this  exquisite  beauty, 
this  quiet  and  languorous  stillness,  this  rich,  tropical 
life  here.  Here,  it  seemed,  one  could  have  an  exquisite 
existence 
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Valerie  drew  her  thoughts  up  abruptly.  Yes,  it 
would  have  been  exquisitely  beautiful  had  it  not  been 
owned  by  a  certain  Prince  ;  had  he  not  been  lord  of 
it  all.  He  spoilt  the  beauty  of  it  and  made  the  fair 
place  hateful — yes,  hateful  to  her,  so  that  she  longed 
only  to  escape  from  it — and  him. 

Finding  that  no  way  of  escape  showed  itself  in  the 
lovely  palace  garden,  she  returned  to  the  cool  of  the 
hall,  followed  by  the  native  women.  The  hall  was 
empty  ;  there  was  still  no  sign  of  the  Rajah.  She 
passionately  hoped  that  she  would  not  yet  meet  him. 

She  succeeded  in  sending  the  native  women  from  her 
and  the  hall,  but  only  after  some  difficulty  and  a  sudden 
return  of  her  old  fury,  before  which  they  swiftly  fled. 
She  sat  on  the  marble  ledge  at  the  tank  head.  She 
looked  down  the  hall.  On  the  pavilion  were  two  figures 
which  made  her  think  of  the  two  Nubians. 

If  only  there  was  some  way !  If  only  she  knew 
where  he  had  imprisoned  her  brother  and  friends,  in  this 
palace,  or 

She  turned  suddenly,  looking  to  the  left  side  of  the 
hall  where  at  an  entrance  the  silken  curtains  had  been 
drawn  aside.  A  slim  figure,  enveloped  in  a  black,  filmy 
veil  so  that  nothing  of  her  face  could  be  seen,  entered 
the  hall.  She  looked  round,  then  held  back  the  curtains 
for  a  native  to  enter.  Softly  she  glided  back  between  the 
curtains ;  they  fell  into  place,  leaving  the  man  in  the  hall. 

Valerie  set  her  teeth  with  rage.  The  day  seemed 
far  advanced  ;  to  her  it  seemed  past  noon,  and  how 
far  had  she  got  to  escaping  from  that  palace,  from  him  ? 
Her  hands  gripped  each  other.  What  could  she  do 
with  a  native  hovering  about ? 

"  Mem-sahib  !  " 

Valerie  came  to  her  feet  ere  she  swung  round  to  face 
the  native.  He  was  bending  over  a  little  table  by  the 
divan,  but  his  glance,  slightly  furtive,  was  on  her.  She 
saw  that  he  was  a  tall,  thin  Indian  and  that  he  was 
swathed  in  the  folds  of  a  heavy  white  robe.  She  had 
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not  seen  him  in  the  palace  before,  though  his  dark, 
lean  face  was  somehow  familiar  to  her. 

"  Who  are  you  ?  "  she  exclaimed,  but  not  loudly. 

"  Me,  Dorwami,  mees-sahib,"  He  spoke  in  a  whisper, 
and  flashed  swift  glances  about  the  hall.  "  Me,  I  serve 
white  sahib — white  Government  !  " 

"  Ah  !  "  Valerie  drew  her  breath  with  a  faint  gasp. 
Then  she  recognised  him.  She  had  seen  him  in  Poona 
when  she  had  been  with  a  party  of  young  lieutenants 
there. 

"  How  did  you  get  here  ?  "  she  gasped.  "  How  did 
you  get  here,  in  Kashmine,  and  in  this  palace  ?  " 

"  The  Gods  assisted  me  ;  to  them  the  praise  !  Praise 
also  to  the  veiled  houri  who  got  me  within  these  walls." 

Valerie  put  a  hand  to  her  side  ;  her  heart  was  racing 
so  that  for  a  moment  she  felt  quite  faint.  This  native's 
presence  had  been  so  unlocked  for  that  she  had  hardly 
yet  recovered  from  the  shock  of  his  appearance.  A 
native,  yet  at  this  moment  she  welcomed  him  as  the 
truest  friend.  Surely  Fate  was  helping  her  to-day  ! 
The  blood  throbbed  madly  in  her  ears. 

"  You  alone,  Mem-sahib  ?  "  He  walked  swiftly  over 
to  the  tank  head,  still  flashing  glances  about  the  hall. 
"  You  have  no  one — come  here  ?  " 

"  Yes — no  ;  no,  there's  no  one  here  at  the  moment." 
She  also  cast  a  glance  round  the  hall.  "  But  I  don't 
know  for  how  long " 

"  By  Siva,  there  be  no  tune " 

Valerie  gripped  his  arm. 

"  No,  we  must  be  quick,  but — I  don't  understand. 
How  did  you  get  here  ;  did  you  know  I  was  here ?  " 

The  native  dragged  a  scrap  of  paper  from  the  folds 
of  his  robe  and  thrust  it  into  her  hands. 

"  Look — pretty  quick  !  " 

Her  glance  flashed  over  the  scrap  of  paper  torn  from 
a  pocket-book.  She  recognised  Sergeant  Blake's  heavy 
scrawl,  and  as  she  read  the  colour  flushed  her  pale 
cheeks  and  her  darkly  blue,  shadowed  eyes  glittered. 
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"  Escaped.  Met  white  party.  Too  small  to  attack 
Ramazan.  Have  sent  Dorwami  to  help  you  escape. 
If  you  get  from  the  village,  come  up  slope  to  forest, 
where  we  are.  If  R.  follows,  try  to  bring  him  to  us, 
through  forest. 

"  BLAKE." 

So — the  sergeant  had  escaped  ;  he  had  escaped  after 
all,  and  had  met  friends !  She  crushed  the  paper  in 
her  hand  to  hide  the  trembling  of  her  fingers.  Their 
faith  in  her  was  not  shaken ;  they  thought  she  could 
lure  Ramazan  into  their  power.  Ah,  if  she  could ! — 
if  she  could  !  Anyway  she  must  get  away  from  Kash- 
mine. 

She  looked  up  and  met  the  native's  keen,  eager  glance. 

"  Sahib  say — I  help  you  escape  ?  " 
'  Yes— yes " 

Valerie  was  in  a  fever  to  be  gone  now.  The  young 
Rajah's  personality  and  power  had  impressed  them- 
selves so  strongly  upon  her  that  she  thought  every 
moment  to  see  him  step  into  the  hall,  to  fill  the  luxurious 
place  with  his  attractive  presence,  his  hard,  mocking 
laughter. 

"  But  how  can  you — how  can  you  help  me,  get  me 
out  of  here  ?  "  Her  words  came  swiftly  with  her  pant- 
ing breaths  ;  her  white  fingers  gripped  the  native's  arm. 
It  did  not  occur  to  Valerie  Ransome  that  she  was  not 
only  noticing  a  native,  but  speaking  eagerly  to  him, 
gripping  his  arm.  "  How  can  you  get  me  out  of  here  ?  " 

"  Me,  I  have  plan " 

"  Ah !  " 

"  The  garden,  back  of  palace."  His  words  came  low 
and  hissingly  in  their  speed.  "  The  wall,  right  side,  by 
large  palm  tree.  Me,  I  throw  ladder  over  ;  you  come 
up,  over  wall.  See  ?  " 

"  Ah — yes,"  she  nodded,  with  brightly  glittering  eyes. 

"  When  you  hear  peacock  cry,  three  times,  then 
come." 
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Swiftly  and  lithely  as  he  had  come  the  Indian  glided 
across  the  floor  and  vanished  between  the  silken  hang- 
ings of  one  entrance. 

Valerie  ran  up  the  hall  and  stopped  by  the  pillars  at 
the  back.  With  a  hand  pressed  to  her  side,  striving  to 
still  her  heart's  wild  throbbing,  she  looked  back.  The 
hall  was  still  empty.  The  beauty  of  it  struck  her  yet 
again ;  it  seemed  to  hold  her  still 

Turning  sharply,  she  hurried  out  to  the  garden  again. 

Two  of  the  native  women  were  there  and  immediately 
they  joined  her  and  went  with  her  as  she  walked  along 
the  flower-edged  paths.  She  stopped  by  the  stream 
and  pretended  to  take  an  interest  in  the  gold-fish  in  the 
water,  yet  she  feared  they  might  notice  her  paleness  or 
agitation. 

She  waited,  listening  for  the  cry  of  a  peacock.  It 
seemed  an  immense  time  to  her.  She  could  hardly 
keep  still.  She  wondered  if  Dorwami  had  been  stopped 
or  captured  and  the  thought  was  unbearable.  Every 
moment  she  expected  to  see  a  slim,  handsome,  dreaded 
figure — or  else  to  receive  a  summons  from  the  Rajah. 
The  suspense  was  intolerable. 

The  shrill  cry  of  a  peacock  sounded  through  the  palace 
garden,  once,  twice,  thrice. 

It  was  almost  a  terrified  glance  that  Valerie  cast  at 
the  women,  but  they  appeared  not  to  have  heard  the 
bird's  cry  or  else  took  no  notice  of  it.  She  turned  to 
them  and  succeeded  in  sending  them  back  to  the  palace. 
Then,  swift-footed,  she  ran  through  the  flower-filled, 
scented  garden  to  the  right  side. 

Under  the  shade  of  the  palm  tree,  lying  like  thin 
snakes  against  the  wall,  was  a  rope  ladder. 

Trampling  a  flower-bed  she  reached  the  wall  and 
pulled  the  ladder.  An  answering  pull  came  from  the 
other  side.  She  cast  a  look  at  the  beautiful,  low-lying 
palace,  and  then  began  to  climb. 

It  was  no  very  easy  matter  to  mount  up  that  high, 
creeper-clad  wall,  but  not  for  a  moment  did  Valerie 
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hesitate,  though  she  had  to  pause  many  times  in  the 
climb.  At  last  she  gained  the  top,  and  a  while  later 
stood  on  the  rocky  ground  the  other  side  beside  the 
crouching  form  of  Dorwami. 

The  other  side  of  the  wall  was  a  short  rocky  height 
which  went  down  to  a  rough,  narrow  road,  on  the  other 
side  of  which  was  a  mass  of  bushy  trees. 

The  Indian  had  a  white  robe  with  him,  and  this  he 
immediately  threw  about  the  form  of  the  girl  beside 
him,  concealing  her  in  its  voluminous  folds. 

With  difficulty  they  scrambled  down  the  rocky  ground 
to  the  road.  Dorwami  led  her  up  the  road  for  a  short 
way  and  round  a  corner  of  the  trees  where  a  slender, 
brown  horse,  ready-saddled,  waited.  The  native  seemed 
in  a  fever  for  her  to  be  gone  and,  indeed,  Valerie  had 
no  desire  to  waste  tune. 

"  Down  this  road  into  village,  then  left.  You  must 
— ride  through  gate.  May  no  stop  you.  After  up  hill 
to  forest.  Sahibs  in  forest.  May  Gods  assist  you." 

The  clatter  of  the  hoofs  as  the  horse  started  off 
seemed  startlingly  loud  to  Valerie,  but,  once  in  the 
saddle,  with  the  slim  animal  beneath  her,  she  felt  her 
old  spirit  returning. 

Freedom  !  She  had  escaped  1  She  was  out  of  the 
palace,  with  the  vivid  sky  above  her,  the  cool,  sweet 
wind  blowing  against  her  !  Freedom  ;  how  sweet  it 
was  to  her  now. 

She  rode  straight  down  the  road  into  the  village  and, 
turning  left,  continued  along  the  main  street,  that  road 
along  which  she  had  come  with  the  Rajah,  to  the  gate. 
No  one  stopped  her  or  interfered  with  her,  though  many 
glances  were  cast  at  her  and  she  neared  the  gate. 

A  clatter  of  hoofs  behind  her  made  her  look  back  ; 
then  she  gripped  the  saddle. 

Behind  her  came  a  slim,  elegant  horseman  whom  she 
knew  all  too  well — the  Rajah. 


CHAPTER  XX 

VALERIE  had  no  doubt ;  his  easy  seat  in  the 
saddle,  the  spirit  of  the  white  horse,  the 
scarlet  cloak  over  his  riding  dress  convinced 
her  it  was  the  Rajah  who  rode  after  her. 

She  swayed  a  moment  clinging  to  the  saddle  ;  then, 
as  the  clatter  of  hoofs  behind  her  seemed  to  become 
suddenly  deafening  to  her,  she  straightened  and  hit  the 
horse  she  rode  with  hand  and  heel. 

Uttering  a  shrill  cry  the  slender,  fiery  animal  reared 
up,  almost  unseating  her,  and  then,  with  a  bound, 
made  for  the  gate.  Shouts  came  from  behind  and  then 
before  her.  A  dozen  natives  by  the  gate  started  for- 
ward to  bar  her  way  and  catch  the  horse.  But  like  a 
brown  streak  it  dashed  upon  them  ;  they  were  thrown 
to  right  and  left  and  it  flashed  through  the  open  gate. 

Clinging  to  the  saddle  Valerie  made  no  attempt  to 
guide  the  slender,  fiery  horse,  but  let  the  animal  have 
its  way,  not  caring  where  it  went  as  long  as  it  carried 
her  away  from  the  village  at  the  greatest  possible  speed. 

Up  the  sloping  ground  it  raced,  up  towards  the  green 
mist  of  the  forest.  The  wind  cut  against  her,  the 
glare  of  sun  and  sky  almost  dazzled  her,  the  ground 
seemed  to  reel  beneath  those  flying  hoofs. 

Its  first  ardour  over,  the  brown  horse  settled  down 
to  a  swift,  swinging  gallop,  and  Valerie,  though  still 
holding  to  the  saddle,  rode  with  some  show  of  skill  and 
a  firmer  hold  upon  the  reins.  Turning  in  the  saddle 
she  looked  back.  Some  way  behind  her,  coming  from 
the  village,  was  the  Rajah,  riding  in  pursuit,  his  fiery 
white  horse  stretching  out  to  a  gallop  up  the  slope, 
his  scarlet  cloak  whirling  behind  him  in  the  wind. 

The  exhilaration  of  freedom,  of  that  mad  rush  from 
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the  village  up  the  sloping  ground,  of  feeling  the  swift 
horse  beneath  her,  had  whipped  Valerie's  pulses  to  a 
speed  she  had  hardly  thought  possible,  but  now — now 
the  blood  glowed  in  her  veins  at  fever-heat.  Ramazan 
followed  her  !  He  followed  her — and  alone  !  Her 
breath  came  pantingly  and  her  eyes,  which  sought  to 
see  the  dusty  country  before  her,  had  a  feverish  glitter. 
Yes,  it  was  a  chase.  He  pursued  her,  with  the  obvious 
intention  of  overtaking  her,  carrying  her  back  to  his 
palace.  Ah,  she  would  give  him  a  chase  !  He  should 
not  overtake  her  ! 

Flinging  the  white  robe  from  her,  she  urged  on  the 
brown  horse  with  voice,  hand  and  heel,  and  with  a  faint 
cry  the  slender  animal  bounded  forward  and  stretched 
out  to  the  mad  pace  with  which  it  had  left  the  village. 
Valerie  clung  to  the  saddle,  the  wind  cutting  against 
her  and  singing  in  her  ears,  the  flying  dust  half  blinding 
her. 

On  up  the  sloping  ground  towards  the  forest ;  on  in  a 
swift,  swinging  gallop  travelled  pursued  and  pursuer. 
Valerie,  slender,  bare-headed,  clinging  to  the  saddle, 
urging  and  yet  urging  on  the  slim  brown  horse,  and 
Ramazan,  following  in  her  track,  riding  easily,  low  in 
the  saddle,  his  dark,  good-looking  face  hard,  inscrutable 
except  for  the  faint  curl  of  his  clear-cut  lips. 

He  travelled  alone.  The  Rajah  pursued  her  alone. 
Not  one  of  his  natives  had  he  brought  with  him.  As 
she  thought  of  this  Valerie  remembered  Sergeant  Blake 
and  his  note  to  her.  Ah,  to  get  him  into  their  power  ! 
No  other  thought  possessed  her  then.  And  swiftly  she 
was  approaching  the  forest. 

The  forest  was  reached,  the  brown  horse  flashed 
between  the  first  tree-trunks,  and  the  glare  of  sun 
and  sky  faded  and  the  twilight  of  the  forest  came  about 
them. 

As  she  rode  into  the  forest  Valerie  looked  back,  but 
it  was  to  see  that  the  Rajah,  urging  his  horse  to  its  top 
speed,  had  lessened  the  distance  between  them  consider- 
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ably  and  that,  though  she  advanced  into  the  mass  of 
trees,  he  could  still  keep  her  in  sight. 

In  fury  and  apprehension  she  urged  on  her  sweating 
horse,  but  almost  immediately  had  to  check  it,  for  it 
was  impossible  to  ride  swiftly  with  any  safety  along 
the  tortuous  forest  paths. 

The  gallop  of  the  horse  became  wearying  to  her  and 
the  guiding  of  it  more  agonisingly  difficult.  She 
wondered  when  the  chase  would  end. 

On,  and  yet  on,  through  the  forest  went  the  chase, 
and  then,  slowly,  it  began  to  end.  Swiftly,  relentlessly, 
the  Rajah  began  to  overtake  her,  urging  on  his  horse 
with  a  mercilessness  he  was  wont  to  show  on  occasion. 
Valerie  flung  desperate  glances  behind  her.  Rage, 
chagrin,  apprehension  gripped  her  so  that  she  clung 
half  sobbing  to  the  saddle.  The  bitterness  of  defeat 
was  such  that  brought  tears  of  fury  to  her  eyes. 

He  was  overtaking  her  !  He  was  winning — she  was 
being  conquered  yet  again  !  She,  who  let  no  man  get 
the  better  of  her,  conquered  by  this  arrogant  young 
native  Prince  ! 

Still  she  strove  to  guide  the  brown  horse,  to  urge  it 
on.  Ramazan,  galloping  hotly  upon  her,  was  stirred 
again  by  her  spirit,  that  spirit  which  would  not  admit 
defeat. 

Down  a  grassy  slope  floundered  the  slender  brown 
horse,  just  succeeded  in  clearing  a  rippling  stream,  and 
toiled  up  and  along  the  path  again.  Down  the  slope 
galloped  the  powerful  white,  cleared  the  stream  at  a 
clean  leap,  and  raced  up  the  leaf-strewn  path,  lessening 
the  distance  between  them  at  almost  every  stride. 

Valerie,  clinging  to  the  saddle  and  half  sobbing, 
cast  swift  glances  about  her.  Where  were  her  people, 
the  "  white  sahibs  "  of  whom  Dorwami  had  spoken  ? 
Surely — surely  they  were  near  now  !  Or  had  she 
taken  a  wrong  path  ?  Oh,  the  humiliation,  the  mortifi- 
cation of  it !  To  get  him  so  near,  alone — to  have  him 
so  nearly  in  their  power,  and  then  to  lose  him.  So 
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nearly  to  succeed — but  to  fail !  Yes,  it  seemed  she 
would  fail  after  all. 

She  heard  now  the  jingle  of  the  white  horse's  elegant 
bridle  and  trappings  behind  her.  The  young  Rajah 
was  scarce  a  yard  away  ;  she  felt  his  presence  behind 
her  so  strongly  that  the  chase  was  torture  now.  Merci- 
lessly she  hit  the  brown  horse,  regardless  alike  of  herself 
and  her  faltering  animal  and  the  tortuous  paths.  Yet, 
a  relentless  pursuer,  Ramazan  came  on. 

The  trees  lessened  somewhat.  They  rode  into  a 
slight  clearing. 

As  she  rode  into  this  clearing  something,  she  did  not 
know  what,  made  her  look  to  one  part  of  it.  A  faint 
cry  escaped  her  lips.  By  the  edge  of  the  trees  were 
light  and  dark  forms,  the  forms  of  men  and  animals  ! 

The  head  of  Ramazan's  horse  was  even  with  the 
flank  of  hers.  Had  he  seen  also  ?  If  so,  her  one 
chance  was  to  prevent  him  coming  up  to  her,  to  prevent 
him  swinging  her  on  to  his  own  horse  and  riding  off 
again. 

The  white  horse's  head,  with  its  open  mouth,  its 
tossing  mane,  and  its  elegant,  flashing  bridle,  came  up 
beside  her.  She  flung  a  glance  to  the  ground.  It  was 
pale  green,  like  velvet,  and  soft  beneath  the  horse's 
hoofs.  She  acted  swiftly.  Loosening  one  foot  from 
the  stirrup  she  swung  it  over  the  back  of  the  horse, 
clung  a  moment  to  one  side,  and  then,  setting  her  teeth, 
flung  herself  from  the  saddle. 


CHAPTER  XXI 

FRT  of  the  ground  of  the  forest  clearing  was  of 
a  soft,  spongy  moss  and  so  the  fall,  heavy  as 
it  was,  did  not  harm  Valerie  Ransome  very 
much,  though  it  shook  her  greatly  so  that  she  felt 
bruised  in  all  her  slender  length,  aching  in  every  limb, 
and  for  the  moment  made  no  effort  to  move  or  rise. 
After  the  agonising  rush  and  racket  of  the  chase  it  was 
infinitely  sweet  to  lie  there  deep  in  that  soft  bed  of  moss, 
making  not  the  slightest  effort,  either  of  mind  or  body. 

The  Rajah  had  uttered  a  swift  exclamation  ;  he 
pulled  his  horse  up  so  sharply  that  it  slid  into  the 
ground,  coming  almost  to  its  haunches,  and  beneath 
the  dark  tan  his  face  obviously  paled.  The  sudden 
sickening  fear  which  gripped  his  heart  convinced  him 
only  too  well  how  utterly  he  had  failed  to  kill  his  love 
for  this  beautiful  woman  who  defied  him  to  the  very 
last.  The  impulse  to  fling  himself  from  the  saddle 
and  go  to  her  was  almost  overpowering,  yet  he  restrained 
himself,  he  checked  that  impulse,  setting  so  strong  a 
control  over  himself  that  his  slim,  lithe  figure  became 
almost  rigid  in  the  saddle. 

He  sat  for  a  moment,  motionless,  upon  his  panting, 
sweating,  fidgeting  horse,  the  wind  whirling  the  scarlet 
cloak  about  behind  him,  the  sun  flashing  from  the 
animal's  trappings  and  his  silver  spurs,  regarding  the 
slender,  motionless  figure  in  white  stretched  upon  the 
green  turf  a  short  distance  from  him.  He  seemed  not  to 
have  noticed  the  moving  forms  of  men  beneath  the  trees 
one  side.  Then  he  turned  the  horse,  walked  it  towards 
her,  drew  rein  and  swung  leisurely  down  from  the  saddle. 

It  was  the  strange,  magnetic  power  of  the  young 
Rajah's  near  presence  that  brought  Valerie's  subcon- 
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scious  mind  sharply  back  to  alert  consciousness.  The 
musical  jingle  of  his  spurs  as  he  strode  leisurely  over 
the  ground  towards  her  shattered  her  peaceful  repose 
upon  the  soft  turf  more  completely  than  any  greater 
and  less  familiar  noise  would  have  done.  She  roused 
herself  swiftly  and  with  an  effort,  struggling  up  in  the 
spongy  moss  to  a  sitting  position,  to  feel  again  the 
aching  of  her  bruised  limbs  and  the  throbbing  of  her 
head.  Ramazan  stopped,  feeling  a  strangely  great 
relief,  struck  by  the  beauty  of  her  pale  face,  her 
blackly  blue  eyes,  and  the  cloud  of  her  dark  hair 
loosened  by  the  rush  through  the  wind  ;  then  the  mock- 
ing curl  returned  to  his  hard,  beautiful  lips. 

"  Do  you  hate  me  so  much  that  you  would  prefer 
death,  perhaps,  to  my  capture  of  you  ?  " 

She  raised  her  head  and  flashed  him  a  look — and 
suddenly  he  wondered  for  there  was  no  terror  in  those 
darkly  blue  eyes  of  hers. 

Valerie  saw  him  standing  and  looking  down  upon  her 
from  his  slender  height,  the  ruby  blazing  in  his  turban, 
one  hand  resting  on  his  hip,  holding  back  the  long  cloak 
and  revealing  all  the  supple  grace  of  his  lithe  figure 
in  the  tight-fitting  white  riding  dress  ;  look  and  attitude 
that  of  captor  regarding  his  captive. 

"  Little  fool,  did  you  think  I  would  let  you  go — or 
that  you  could  outride  me  ?  You  know  very  well  you 
would  never  have  got  out  of  my  palace  had  it  not  been 
for — treachery  !  I  shall  not  let  you  go  from  me — yet." 

Valerie  hardly  knew  how  she  controlled  herself  or 
kept  from  betraying  herself  to  him.  She  had  slightly 
turned  her  head,  her  look  fearfully  yet  eagerly  seeking 
one  part  of  the  clearing.  What  she  saw  caused  her 
panting  breath  to  catch  and  the  hot  colour  to  deepen 
yet  more  in  her  face.  A  thick  spreading  line  of  figures 
creeping  noiselessly  and  with  the  utmost  caution  from 
the  trees  towards  them  !  The  exhilarating  triumph 
which  gripped  her  and  surged  through  her  was  so 
intense  that  it  became  almost  a  physical  pain.  Her 
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look  flashed  back  to  Ramazan.  He  still  stood,  coolly 
assured,  looking  down  at  her  with  mockery  in  his 
glinting  eyes  and  the  curve  of  his  lips,  and  his  back  was 
slightly  turned  to  the  stealthily  oncoming  natives.  A 
terror  seized  her  lest  he  should  sense  his  danger  or  turn 
and  see  them.  She  must  keep  his  attention  on  her. 

"  You  think  you  have  won,  do  you  ?  That  you  can 
have  everything  your  own  way  ?  Well,  I've  yet  to 
show  you  I  let  no  man  treat  me  as  you  have  done  and 
not  pay  for  it !  "  she  cried,  furiously,  hoarsely,  struggling 
on  to  her  knees — for  she  felt  incapable  of  standing. 
'  You  may  have  caught  me,  but  it  will  cost  you  dear, 
I  promise  !  " 

His  dark  eyes  gleamed  at  once  in  answer. 

"  Little  white  devil,  have  I  not  tamed  you  yet  ? 
No,  it  appears  I  have  not,  but,  by  Allah,  I  will !  Had 
you  not  fainted  last  night,  my  Valerie " 

Some  instinct  of  impending  danger  seemed  to  force 
itself  upon  his  senses.  He  jerked  his  head  suddenly 
— and  in  that  moment  his  horse  whinnied  lightly.  He 
swung  round,  almost  with  one  whirling  movement,  his 
dark  riding  boots  sliding  into  the  soft  turf. 

A  shout,  a  yell  rent  the  quietness  of  the  forest  glade. 
Seeing  themselves  discovered  the  natives  rose,  as  in  a 
body,  and  launched  themselves  across  the  remaining 
stretch  of  ground  which  separated  them  from  the  young 
Rajah  of  Kashmine.  Ramazan  stepped  back,  his  cloak 
whirling  behind  him,  his  dark  face  terrible  for  the 
moment  with  its  hardness  and  look  of  fury.  He  flung 
a  swift  glance  to  his  horse,  but  it  was  too  far  away  from 
him.  His  hand  leapt  to  the  revolver  at  his  waist  and 
he  jerked  it  from  the  holster. 

A  famt  cry  left  Valerie's  lips;  she  scrambled  furiously  to 
her  feet  and  threw  herself  with  all  her  strength  upon  him. 

Ramazan  had  fired  two  shots  in  rapid  succession, 
bringing  down  two  natives,  when  her  weight  came  full 
upon  him,  causing  him  to  stagger.  He  uttered  a  very 
English  oath  and  strove  to  fling  her  off,  but  with  all  her 


RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH  189 

strength  Valerie  clung  to  his  revolver  arm,  holding  it 
down  with  her  weight  to  prevent  him  firing. 

Yells  came  from  the  natives  and  they  shortened  the 
distance  with  greater  energy.  Ramazan  succeeded  at 
last  and  flung  her  from  him  on  to  the  ground.  Standing 
a  pace  away  from  her  he  fired  over  her,  but  twice  only, 
for,  shaken  and  bruised  though  she  was,  she  scrambled 
up  and  again  threw  herself  upon  his  arm.  This  time  he 
dropped  the  revolver  and  caught  her  wrists  in  such  a 
merciless  grip  that  a  swift  cry  escaped  her  at  the  pain 
of  his  hold  ;  then  he  flung  her  away  from  him  and  turned 
to  meet  the  foremost  native  who  sprang  upon  him. 

A  yelling  crowd  of  dark,  half-maddened  natives,  they 
flung  themselves  upon  him.  But  the  young  Rajah  of 
Kashmine  could  fight,  it  seemed.  The  first  he  felled 
with  a  well-judged  blow  ;  the  second,  a  slender  native 
who  had  got  behind  him,  leapt  upon  him  and  clung  to 
him,  he  staggered  with  a  moment,  then,  heaving  him 
forward,  got  a  hold  of  him  and  bracing  his  steely  muscles 
flung  the  Indian  forward  right  on  to  the  other  oncoming 
natives.  There  was  a  check  for  a  moment  and  Rama- 
zan, staggering  back,  his  eyes  gleaming,  his  lips  laughing, 
tore  the  rich  cloak  from  his  shoulders  and  flung  it  from 
him.  Then,  with  greater  fury,  they  were  on  him  again. 

Valerie  had  stumbled  a  short  distance  away  from 
the  scene  of  conflict.  She  knelt  on  the  ground,  her 
clenched  hands  pressed  to  her  breast,  her  wide,  tense 
glance  fixed  upon  the  skirmishers.  A  fierce  gratifica- 
tion gripped  her.  She  saw  the  natives  fling  themselves 
on  him  with  a  roughness  and  a  fury  that  did  not  seek  to 
spare.  She  saw  him,  Rajah  of  Kashmine,  arrogant, 
insolent,  unbending  young  Prince  that  he  was,  set  upon 
by  a  yelling  crowd  of  natives — their  men — forced  to 
fight  as  she  had  never  thought  he  could  fight,  and  the 
sight  was  exceedingly  sweet.  She  had  brought  him  to 
this.  He  had  pursued  her,  he  had  looked  down  at  her 
with  the  insolent  look  and  attitude  of  the  captor — and 
had  turned  to  see  himself  trapped  !  This  was  the 
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moment  of  her  triumph  and  it  became  so  great  it  almost 
hurt  her. 

She  had  heard  much  of  the  young  Rajah  of  Kash- 
mine,  had  listened  to  a  vast  amount  of  his  boasting, 
as  she  thought,  lately  and  so  she  had  half  expected  to 
see  him  when  he  found  himself  alone,  beset  by  numbers, 
without  his  natives  and  attendants  at  his  back,  put  up 
but  a  weak  resistance,  if  any,  and  fall  an  easy  capture 
to  them.  So  she  watched,  hoping — she  did  not  know 
what.  But  no  !  He  fought  as  she  had  never  seen  a 
man  fight  before,  and  with  wide  eyes,  her  hands  pressed 
to  her  breast,  she  looked  on,  paying  no  heed  to  the  two 
white  men  who  urged  on  the  natives. 

With  all  the  fury  of  his  arrogant,  indomitable  nature 
the  young  Prince  fought,  furious  at  being  thus  trapped 
and  determined  to  prove  no  easy  capture  for  them. 
His  youthful,  fiery  blood  thoroughly  aroused,  his  one 
thought  resistance.  They  surged  about  him,  rough, 
half -maddened  men,  throwing  themselves  upon  him 
and  striving  to  get  him  down.  And  in  their  midst  he 
fought  and  writhed,  unhampered  by  any  robes,  his  steely 
muscles  braced,  his  supple  body  seeming  more  slim  and 
lithe  in  the  tight  white  riding  dress  and  very  conspicuous 
in  the  whirling,  j  ostling  crowd  of  dark  natives.  Clamour 
rang  unceasing  ;  dust  clouded  the  fresh,  fragrant  air. 

To  a  disinterested  onlooker  the  unfairness  of  the  fight 
would  have  showed  with  striking  clearness.  The  one 
man,  young  and  slim,  beset  on  all  sides  by  the  dark, 
yelling  natives,  yet  striving  to  hold  his  own  against 
them,  and  in  some  way  succeeding  by  the  very  pre- 
dominance of  his  fiery,  unbending  spirit.  But  the 
onlookers  there  were  other  than  disinterested. 

They  got  him  down  at  last,  with  three  or  four  on  top 
of  him,  yet  still  unsubdued.  The  melee  became  a 
skirmish  on  the  ground.  Over  and  over  across  the  soft 
turf  he  rolled,  fighting  and  struggling  still.  Now  he 
would  be  down  with  two  or  three  on  top  of  him,  then 
would  get  on  top,  but  to  have  the  others  throw  them- 
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selves  upon  him  and  bring  him  down  upon  the  ground 
again.  Sergeant  Blake,  shouting  hoarsely  and  drop- 
ping oaths,  stamped  about  the  outskirts  of  the  crowding 
natives  brandishing  a  pistol  by  the  barrel,  yet  finding 
it  extremely  difficult  to  use  the  weapon  as  he  desired. 

There  could  be  but  one  conclusion  to  the  conflict, 
however.  For  all  his  ardour  and  fury,  his  agility,  his 
healthy  physique  and  steely  muscles  he  was  but  one 
man  against  their  numbers — one  man  to  their  many. 
They  overcame  him  at  last,  holding  him  down  on  the 
trampled  ground.  Two  held  him  by  his  neat,  dark 
riding  boots,  another  half  lay  upon  him,  and  two  more 
held  his  arms  pinioned  above  his  head.  Still  he  resisted, 
twisting  his  slim,  lithe  body,  straining  his  muscles 
against  them  till  they  were  forced  to  put  forth  a  good 
amount  of  strength  to  hold  him  down  upon  the  ground. 
Then  a  blow  from  the  hilt  of  a  native  knife  conquered 
him  utterly  and  he  went  suddenly  limp  in  their  hold. 

Slowly  the  jarring  clamour  of  the  conflict  died  down  ; 
the  slight  clouds  of  dust  were  blown  away  on  the  fresh 
wind  and  the  golden  sunlight  again  blazed  through  the 
clear,  fragrant  air. 

Valerie  struggled  to  her  feet,  swayed,  and  was  caught 
in  the  ready  arms  of  Lieutenant  Damnton,  who,  for 
some  time,  had  been  fluttering  and  fussing  about  her  all 
unnoticed.  Her  heart,  which  only  of  late  she  knew  she 
possessed,  had  been  stirred  to  its  depth  by  the  conflict. 
What  woman's  heart  will  not  be  stirred  by  a  man's 
courage,  his  daring  and  fortitude  in  the  face  of  averse 
fortune  or  overwhelming  odds  ?  She  had  been  stirred 
by  the  young  Rajah's  furious  resistance  almost  against 
her  will,  yet,  like  a  woman,  was  intensely  angry  that 
she  could  feel  such  admiration  for  him. 

With  the  help  of  Damnton  she  approached  the  crowd 
of  natives  who,  hushing  their  chattering  voices  some- 
what, opened  out  slightly,  giving  her  a  view  of  their 
captive  over  whom  Sergeant  Blake  was  bending.  She 
looked  down  at  Ramazan's  slender,  motionless  figure, 
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helpless  at  last,  her  red  lip  caught  between  her  teeth,  one 
hand  holding  the  dark,  heavy  hair  upon  her  throbbing 
head.  Exulting  triumph  shot  through  her — triumph  that 
was  so  great  it  was  almost  an  acute  pain.  He  was  their 
captive — at  last  he  lay  at  her  feet,  conquered,  in  their 
power  !  She  almost  wished  that  he  was  not  unconscious ; 
that  he  could  see  her  as  she  looked  down  upon  him. 

Sergeant  Blake  shouted  orders  and  the  natives, 
tugging  Ramazan's  wide  cartridge  belt  from  him, 
caught  up  his  inert  figure  and  departed  off  to  the  trees. 
Many  following  at  the  back  were  receiving  various 
assistance  from  their  companions.  Valerie  found  her 
hand  being  shaken  by  the  sergeant  who  looked  almost 
purple  with  exertion  and  gratification. 

"  Congratulations,  Miss  Ransome.  Gad,  if  you're 
not  better  than  a  whole  regiment  of  soldiers  !  Colonel 
Marlow  knew  what  he  was  doing  when  he  got  you  on  the 
job.  Got  him  !  the  very  man  we  want,  and  without  a 

pack  of  his  natives  hanging  to  his  heels.  D d  good 

luck  !  Now,  since  we've  got  evidence  against  him, 
he'll  tell  us  something — or  I'll  know  the  reason  why  ! 
I'd  not  have  escaped  if  it  hadn't  been  for  you,  and  then, 

by  d d  good  luck,  I  rode  upon  Lieutenant  Darrinton 

after  I'd  eluded  Ramazan's  black  devils.  I'd  not  risk 
an  attack  upon  Ramazan,but  I  sent  Dorwami,  who  knew 

something  of  Kashmine,  but,  d me,  I  never  thought 

you'd  escape  so  soon  or  lead  Ramazan  to  us  as  you  did." 

Valerie  jerked  her  hand  sharply  from  his,  though  she 
still  clung  for  support  to  the  lieutenant. 

"  The  devil  hasn't  harmed  you,  Miss  Ransome  ?  " 
Darrinton  was  flushed  and  pale  by  turns.  "  By  Gad, 
but  he'll  pay  for  it !  We'll  see  he  gets  his  due  for  his 
capture  of  you " 

But  Valerie's  faintness,  her  aching  limbs,  her  throb- 
bing head,  became  almost  beyond  her  endurance.  With 
a  flow  of  anxious  words  and  quick  protestations  the 
lieutenant  assisted  her  over  the  ground  to  the  trees 
where  stood  tents,  a  wagon,  and  restive  animals. 


CHAPTER  XXII 

THE  day  was  slowly  approaching  the  time  of 
its  closing,  though,  as  yet,  the  sun,  travelling 
upon  the  azure  sky  on  its  course  towards  the 
western  horizon,  still  blazed  with  strength  and  heat 
over  tropical  forest  and  dusty,  brown  country.  The 
sky  in  the  east  had  a  faint  tint  of  violet  and  the  wind 
was  dying  away  to  a  hush  that  came  with  sunset. 

The  trees  about  the  forest  clearing  scarce  stirred 
in  the  sweet,  still  air  though  their  shadows  lengthened 
across  the  picturesque  glade.  A  continual  murmur,  a 
clatter  of  native  tongues,  the  sound  of  horses  came  from 
beneath  the  trees,  giving  a  sign  of  human  life  amid  the 
life  of  the  forest. 

Beneath  an  awning  stretched  from  the  tents  the  three 
white  people  sat,  all  three  a  contrast  one  to  the  other. 
The  two  men,  one  stout  and  heavy  in  a  soiled  white  suit, 
and  the  other  slim  and  tall  in  a  khaki  tunic  and  breeches, 
and  the  woman,  pale  and  slender,  her  graceful  limbs,  in 
the  discoloured  and  crumpled  riding  suit,  relaxed  in  the 
one  canvas  seat. 

"It's  a  great  piece  of  good  fortune.  With  all  cm- 
plans  we  couldn't  have  got  anything  like  this  !  "  The 
sergeant  puffed  a  huge  cloud  of  cigarette  smoke  into  the 
clear,  fragrant  air.  "  We've  got  him  here,  by  himself, 
with  no  one  knowing,  and,  by  Gad,  he'll  tell  us  some- 
thing now  !  " 

"  Yes,  now  we've  got  him,"  began  the  lieutenant,  his 
palely  blue  eyes  glinting  suddenly. 

"  Aye,  a  good  piece  of  business.  Back  in  Poona  and 
the  other  towns  they  couldn't  do  anything  with  him. 
A  somebody,  d'you  know,  with  power  behind  him.  His 
Highness  can  do  this  and  that  and  still  be  within  the 
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law.  Gad,  but  he'll  find  it  different  here  !  He  may 
be  Prince  and  all  that,  but  he'll  shout  for  his  natives  in 
vain  here.  He'll  find  it  different  here.  We've  got  him, 
by  himself." 

"  We'll  show  him  he  can't  lord  it  here  as  he  thinks." 
Darrinton  shot  glances  across  to  the  woman  in  the 
canvas  chair.  "  We'll  show  him  he  can't  attack  an 
English  party  and  carry  off  a  white  woman,  you,  Miss 
Ransome,  as  he  likes  1  " 

Valerie  Ransome  moved  slightly  and  smiled,  a  faint, 
cold,  hard  smile.  She  had  not  long  joined  the  two 
men,  coming  from  one  of  the  tents  where,  for  four  hours, 
she  had  lain  in  a  heavy  sleep  that  was  almost  uncon- 
sciousness. Her  head  still  felt  heavy  and  her  slender 
body  stiff  and  sore  despite  the  rest,  but  her  mind  was 
busy,  feverishly  busy. 

"  Now  we've  got  him  he'll  tell  us  what  we  want  to 
know,"  The  sergeant  puffed  more  clouds  of  smoke. 

Valerie  looked  from  one  man  to  the  other,  judging 
them  coldly,  skilfully.  The  cold,  hard  smile  about  her 
lips  deepened. 

Yes,  she  could  handle  them  very  well,  these  two.  She 
could  make  them  do  what  she  wanted.  The  sergeant 
was  a  man  roughened  by  service  in  the  worst  parts  of 
India,  hard  and  utterly  without  scruple,  desiring  only 
advancement  and  not  caring  how  he  obtained  it,  and 
Darrinton — Darrinton  was  in  love  with  her,  spurred  by 
the  green-eyed  fiend,  Jealousy.  They  would  forget 
that  they  were  English,  serving  the  British  Govern- 
ment. Already  her  words  had  had  effect  upon  them 
and  at  this  moment  Reuel  de  Ramazan,  the  young 
Rajah  of  Kashmine,  was  securely  bound  to  a  tree 
further  down  the  glade  !  They  would  not  draw  back  ; 
they  would  assist  her  in  what  she  wanted,  and  what  she 
wanted  was  revenge  upon  Ramazan. 

She  leant  forward,  resting  her  arms  on  her 
knees. 

"  He  can  give  you  that  information — the  information 
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we've  been  trying  to  get — if  you  make  him."  She 
spoke  more  to  Blake.  "  He's  the  man  who  could  tell 
you  something." 

"  And  by  Gad,"  said  the  sergeant,  "  he  shall." 

Valerie  drew  her  breath  with  a  faint  hiss.  This  also 
was  a  sweet  triumph — to  make  him  give  them  that 
information  after  all !  She  could  hardly  realise  yet 
that  she  was  free,  out  of  that  lovely  yet  sinister  palace, 
out  of  the  young  Rajah's  power — or  that  he  was  now 
their  prisoner,  at  their  mercy  ! 

"  You'll  make  him  speak — tell  you  ?  " 

"  We  shall !  " 

"  How  ?     He'll  not  speak  easily." 

Her  heavy,  darkly  blue  eyes  were  glittering ;  her 
breath  came  quickly.  It  was  Sergeant  Blake  who 
answered,  laughing  shortly,  jarringly,  ere  he  spoke. 

"  He'll  speak  before  we're  done  with  him.  We're 
going  to  get  some  information  and  find  out  what  he's 
done  with  our  party,  Miss  Ransome.  A  night  in  the 
keen  cold  and  a  day  in  this  tropical  heat,  without  water 
or  food,  or  change  of  position,  will  loosen  his  tongue,  if  I 
know  anything  of  the  East !  " 

Valerie  sat  white  and  still.  But  only  for  a  moment 
did  her  finer  feelings  sway  her.  She  crushed  them, 
crushed  any  repulsion  she  felt.  Could  she  forget  her 
treatment  in  the  palace  of  Kashmine  ? 

"  And  teach  him  a  lesson  with  regard  to  the  capture 
of  white  women  !  "  snapped  Darrinton  viciously. 

Valerie's  hands  clasped  tighter  together  before  her  ; 
her  blue  eyes  were  glittering,  glittering  with  a  hard,  cold 
light. 

"  Yes,  make  him  suffer — make  him  suffer !  "  she 
almost  hissed.  "It's  the  only  way  you'll  move  him 
or  make  any  impression  upon  him.  Treat  him  as  you 
would  any  other  native.  That  should  make  him  speak 
since  he's  used  to  palaces,  a  soft  life  !  There's  no  one 
to  know  he's  Rajah  here.  Your  men  will  obey  you, 
Lieutenant  Daninton,  and  they  don't  seem  to  have 
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recognised  him.  Don't  spare  him  in  the  least ;  make 
him  suffer  as  he  has  never  suffered  before  !  " 

Darrinton,  struck  by  her  vehemence,  regarded  her 
with  a  slight  puckering  of  his  arched  brows.  Somehow 
she  seemed  different  to  him — this  beautiful,  headstrong 
sister  of  the  Ransomes ;  different  to  when  she  had 
been  in  Poona,  and  yet,  strangely  enough,  he  did  not 
seem  able  to  place  the  difference.  She  was  still  beauti- 
ful, more  beautiful,  he  thought,  despite  the  signs  of  her 
late  experiences  in  the  lovely  yet  sinister  East.  He 
thought,  perhaps,  it  was  those  signs  that  made  her 
look  different.  Her  eyes,  for  all  their  hard,  feverish 
glitter,  were  wide  and  blackly  blue  with  faint  shadows 
beneath  ;  she  had  lost  the  delicate  colour  from  her 
cheeks,  her  face  was  exceedingly  pale,  and  her  straight 
features  had  a  hard,  stiff  set.  He  wondered  uneasily 
about  her  encounter  with  the  young  Rajah  of  Kashmine. 
The  green-eyed  fiend  spurred  him  again.  He  agreed 
with  all  she  said. 

"  Don't  worry,  Miss  Ransome,"  The  sergeant  blew 
another  cloud  of  smoke.  "  This  is  too  good  a  chance 
to  be  missed.  He'll  speak." 

Her  hands  were  still  clasped  together,  and  the  glitter 
showed  plainly  in  her  darkened  eyes. 

"  Have  you  tried — to  get  the  information  from  him  ? 
Won't  he  speak  ?  " 

The  sergeant  swore  suddenly,  and  swiftly,  hastily, 
the  lieutenant  broke  in. 

"  As  soon  as  you'd  gone  to  rest  we  went  back  to  him 
and  as  he'd  regained  consciousness  we  had  him  bound 
to  the  tree.  Sergeant  Blake  interviewed  him  pretty 
thoroughly,  but — not  a  word  that  we  wanted  could  we 
get  from  him.  The  arrogance  of  these  Indians  is  beyond 
belief .  And  Ramazan's  a  thorough  arrogant,  unbending 
devil,  with  a  spirit " 

"  It  must  be  broken!"  Valerie's  even  voice,  as  she 
cut  imperiously  in,  was  almost  harsh.  "  Do  you  hear, 
you  must  break  that  spirit  of  his  !  It'll  be  no  good  if 
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you  don't.  He'll  always  get  the  better  of  you  if  j^ou 
don't  show  him  you  can  master  him.  It's  that  spirit 
which  keeps  him  where  he  is,  and  helps  him  make  a 
mock  of  you.  Crush  it,  break  it,  bring  it  down  to  the 
very  dust  !  " 

Her  vehemence  was  such  as  surprised  Darrinton, 
but,  as  it  happened,  her  wishes  were  one  with  his  at 
the  moment. 

"  A  day  and  night  in  this  place,  bound  as  he  is  now, 
will  do  much  to  bring  down  his  arrogance  and  obstinacy. 
Don't  worry,  Val — Miss  Ransome." 

"But  if  it  hasn't— if  he  won't  speak "  The 

sergeant  came  to  his  feet  with  a  rumble  of  oaths. 
"  By  Gad,  I'll  give  him  one  of  these  bullets."  He 
slapped  the  revolver  dragging  from  his  belt  over  one 
thigh.  "  He's  attacked  an  English  party  and  there- 
fore it'll  only  be  justice.  Moreover,  we  don't  want  him 
running  with  any  tales  to  the  authorities." 

Valerie  sat  very  white  and  still,  exceedingly  still 
after  her  passionate  outburst.  Yes,  what  if  the  authori- 
ties heard  ?  What  if  the  British  authorities  heard  of 
what  they  were  doing,  or  had  done,  here  ?  What  if 
the  tale  got  to  some  headquarters  ?  Or  to  the  ears 
of  some  other  powerful  Prince  ?  Would  it  not  seem 
a  very  vile  tale — and  they  were  English  !  The  colour 
came  slowly  into  her  pale  face  and  then  burned  in  her 
cheeks. 

Valerie's  slender  hands  twined  about  each  other ; 
her  red  nether  lip  was  caught  between  her  teeth. 

But  her  revenge 

This  young  Prince  had  treated  her  as  no  other  man 
had  ever  dared  to  do,  and  Valerie  could  not  let  that 
pass. 

She  thought  of  Ramazan — the  dark,  good-looking 
Rajah.  She  thought  of  Kashmine,  and  the  palace. 
The  past  day,  the  past  night,  was  too  vivid  a  memory 
to  be  forgotten. 

She  moved  and  quivered  with  sudden  passionate  life. 
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No  !  she  could  not  forgo  her  revenge.  She  had  said 
he  should  pay,  and  pay  he  should !  Nothing  else  in  the 
world  mattered.  He  had  not  cared,  he  had  had  no 
scruple  with  regard  to  her,  and  she  would  have  none. 
He  should  suffer.  This  was  now  her  tune  of  triumph. 

Yes,  and  how  great  a  triumph  !  She  looked  from 
one  man  to  the  other,  from  the  sergeant  to  the  lieuten- 
ant, and  in  each  for  different  reasons,  she  saw  a  strange 
fixity  of  purpose.  She  had  succeeded  very  well  with 
them.  He  would  die — if  he  did  not  speak.  And  within 
herself  she  seemed  to  know  that  he  would  not.  He 
would  die,  at  the  end  of  twenty-four  hours.  And  she 
had  said  he  would  pay  for  his  insolence  with  his  life. 

She  rose,  drawing  herself  up  slowly  from  the  canvas 
seat. 

"  I  will  see  him  !  "  Yet  with  her  imperious  words  a 
faint  colour  entered  her  cheeks.  She  was  tensely  con- 
scious that  at  no  very  great  distance  from  them  was 
the  man  she  could  not  move — the  man  who  had  mas- 
tered her.  "  I  will  see  him.  Perhaps  I  can  make  him 
speak.  Anyway  I'll  see  what  captive  he  makes." 

The  sergeant  puffed  at  his  cigarette  to  hide  a  faint 
leer,  obviously  gratified,  while  Darrinton  rose  leisurely 
from  the  saddle  on  which  he  had  been  sitting. 

"  I'll  go  first  to  see  if  he  shows  any  signs  of  speaking 
yet.  It'll  be  night  pretty  soon ;  I  can  feel  a  slight 
nip  in  the  air  already." 


CHAPTER  XXIII 

AT  one  end  of  the  glade,  where  the  ground 
sloped  down  to  a  small,  rock-edged  pool 
fed  by  a  rippling  forest  stream,  the  Rajah 
of  Kashmine  was  held  prisoner.  He  was  bound  to 
a  slender,  silver-leafed  tree  whose  scanty  branches 
gave  him  no  protection  from  the  strong  rays  of  the 
blazing  sun,  though  its  roots  were  fixed  as  firmly  in 
the  ground  as  the  rocks  about  the  pool.  Cords  held 
him  to  the  trunk  and  were  bound  so  tightly  about  him 
that  it  was  almost  impossible  for  his  slender  figure  to 
droop,  had  his  physical  sufferings  become  greater 
than  the  power  of  his  indomitable  spirit.  And  before 
him  the  serene  forest  pool  mocked  him  with  its  coolness 
and  its  beauty. 

Slowly — slowly  the  day  drew  to  its  closing.  The 
merciless  heat  abated,  the  sky  changed — and  all  the 
beauty  of  its  changing  was  mirrored  in  the  clear 
water.  The  noise  of  the  natives  had  died  down,  a 
faint,  dusky  mist  seemed  to  steal  about  the  rocks, 
soon  the  night  would  come — but  he  knew  that  its 
coming  would  bring  him  no  relief.  Already  the  tight 
cords  felt  like  bands  of  fire  about  him. 

As  many  times  before  his  dark,  widened  eyes  sought 
the  surrounding  forest.  Why  did  his  men  not  come  ? 
Why  did  they  delay  so  long  ?  He  did  not  think  it 
possible  they  would  wait  till  the  night,  or  even  the 
next  day.  They  would  know  he  had  ridden  out 
alone.  Why  did  they  not  come  ? 

The  glare  of  the  sun  had  dazzled  him  and  his  dark, 
uncovered  and  throbbing  head  dropped  till  it  almost 
touched  his  shoulder.  It  was  instinct  rather  than 
hearing  that  warned  him  of  the  approach  of  one  of 
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his  captors  and  his  dark  head  came  up  with  a  jerk, 
almost  with  the  swift  action  of  a  graceful  animal 
on  the  alert,  while  the  keen  glance  of  his  unusually 
widened  eyes  travelled  about  him  till  it  rested  on  the 
leisurely  approaching  figure  of  Lieutenant  Darrinton. 
"  Well  ?  D'you  feel  inclined  to  speak  now — to  give 
us  the  information  we  want  ?  " 

The  young  Rajah's  figure  seemed  to  have  gone 
stiffer  even  than  his  bonds  held  him,  so  that,  against 
the  tree,  he  looked  as  tall  as  the  lieutenant.  Fury 
burned  within  him.  Yet  he  kept  a  perfect  control  of 
himself.  His  answer  was  cool  and  to  the  point. 
"  No  !  " 

Darrinton  shrugged  lightly. 

"  That's  a  pity.    We  want  to  know  the  names  of 
those  rebellious  Princes,  and  also  to  know  what  you've 
done  with  the  Ransomes  party.     Tell  us  and  you'll 
perhaps  gain  your  liberty — certainly  your  life." 
"  No." 

"  Don't  you  think  a  few  words  are  worth  your  life, 
then  ?  " 

The  young  Rajah  turned  his  dark  head  slowly  and 
looked  steadily  at  the  other  man. 

"  There  was  a  tune,"  said  he  in  a  soft,  even  voice, 
"  when  I  marvelled  that  the  Indians  should  rebel 
against  British  rule  ;  but  if  this  is  a  specimen  of  your 
rule,  I  no  longer  marvel !  " 

Darrinton  went  back  a  step.     He  flushed. 
"  Yet,"  went  on  the  soft  even  voice,  "  I  will  do  the 
British  authorities  justice  to  think  that  perhaps  they  do 
not  know  in  what  way  their  rule  is  being  enforced  here." 
Darrinton  came  the  step  forward. 
"  We're  giving  you  justice  !  "  he  snapped.      '  You 
deliberately  attacked  an  English  party  yesterday,  and 
what  do  you  expect  for  that  ?  " 

"  I  should  have  thought,"  came  Ramazan's  even 
voice,  "  that,  under  the  circumstances,  you  would 
have  taken  me  to  one  of  the  towns." 
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Anger  gripped  the  lieutenant ;  he  had  an  over- 
whelming desire  to  strike  that  dark,  beautiful,  mocking 
countenance  before  him,  for  they  had  met  before 
— these  two.  The  other's  very  handsomeness  and 
cool,  aloft  demeanour,  despite  his  helpless  position, 
added  to  Darrinton's  sudden  rage  so  that  he  had 
difficulty  in  controlling  himself. 

"  And  given  you  a  chance  to  use  your  power  and 
escape  the  consequences  of  yesterday's  work  ?  " 
sneered  Darrinton.  "  I  don't  think.  You'll  stay  here 
and  learn  that  you,  a  native,  can't  carry  off  a  white 
woman  as  you  please  !  " 

Ramazan's  dark  eyes  glinted  suddenly ;  his  stiff 
figure  slightly  relaxed.  A  curl  of  contempt  and 
mockery  came  to  his  own  beautiful  lips. 

"  Ah,  the  woman,"  said  he  lightly.  "  What  fools 
she  makes  of  you  all." 

The  Lieutenant's  hands  clenched ;  he  took  a  step 
over  the  ground,  unable  to  control  himself  then. 
Positions  were  nothing  at  that  moment.  They  were 
but  two  men,  with  the  form  of  a  woman  before  them. 

"  Did  you  think  you  could  carry  her  off — that  you 
could  have  her " 

"  If  I  want  her,"  said  the  Rajah,  "  I  will  have  her." 

"  No."  There  was  triumph  in  the  other's  palely 
flashing  eyes.  "  You'll  never  have  her.  She's  white, 
ours.  You'll  never  have  her." 

The  young  Rajah  laughed  softly,  laughter  that  the 
other  scarcely  heard.  His  voice  was  deep  and  level. 

"  She  is  mine,  for  all  time." 

"  A  lie ! "  burst  out  the  lieutenant,  infuriated. 
"  She's  not,  and  never  will  be,  yours.  You'll  die 
to-morrow,  and  she " 

"  She  belongs  to  me,"  returned  Ramazan.  "  Whether 
I  live  or  whether  I  die  she  will  be  mine — to  the  end 
of  time !  " 

"  You " 

Here,   however,    the   sergeant    appeared,    strolling 
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down  the  slope,  and  furious,  sullen,  striving  to  control 
himself,  the  lieutenant  drew  back. 

Valerie,  as  she  looked  down  the  glade,  was  struck 
by  the  scene.  There  was  the  surrounding  forest  with 
its  wealth  of  tropical  tints,  the  forest  pool  half  mirror- 
ing the  beauty  of  the  changing  sky,  the  small,  grey 
rocks  and  the  long  shadows  of  the  trees,  the  two 
Englishmen,  one  in  khaki  and  the  other  hi  white, 
and  their  captive  bound  to  the  one  tree-trunk. 

Her  glance  rested  on  the  men.  Ramazan,  bound, 
with  his  white  breeches  and  shirt  and  narrow  scarlet 
sash,  seemed  to  stand  out  the  most  conspicuous 
figure  in  the  little  dell.  She  was  struck  by  his  seeming 
difference  to  the  other  two.  His  dark,  youthful 
handsomeness  made  their  faces  look  plain  and  heavy, 
and  by  comparison  to  the  stout  sergeant  and  the  slim 
yet  tall  lieutenant  he  looked  infinitely  slender  and 
graceful.  It  seemed  almost  impossible  that  he  could 
fight  against  such  numbers  as  she  had  seen  him  fight 
that  day. 

The  two  white  men  approached  her  up  the  slope, 
the  sergeant  with  his  arm  through  Darrinton's.  Only 
a  few  words  were  exchanged  as  they  passed  and  then 
she  made  her  way  down  to  the  pool.  She  walked 
leisurely  down  the  soft  ground,  with  a  faint  suspicion 
of  the  old  swing  in  her  steps,  keeping  a  firm  control 
of  herself.  The  hard  glitter  was  still  in  her  eyes  and 
her  face  was  still  pale  and  stiffly  set. 

Ramazan  seemed  to  sense  her  coming,  for  he  looked 
towards  her  sharply,  and  drew  a  swift  breath  between 
his  teeth.  A  light  like  a  flame  leapt  into  his  dark 
eyes.  He  drew  himself  stiff  again,  causing  sharp 
pain  to  shoot  through  his  confined  limbs,  and  set  his 
teeth  to  endure  this  interview  that  was  to  come. 

She  stepped  leisurely  into  the  dell,  round  by  the 
slender  tree,  a  slim,  beautiful  figure  in  the  boyish, 
soiled  white  suit.  Coolly  she  kept  her  glance  upon 
him,  though  it  was  narrowed,  the  dark  lashes  veiling 
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her  eyes  from  the  regard  of  his  which,  intense,  glinting, 
disconcerted  her  more  than  anything  else.  But  she 
felt  strangely  cold,  except  for  the  fever  of  triumph  within 
her,  safe  from  the  power  of  his  look  and  presence. 

Neither  of  them  spoke  ;  the  quietness  of  the  sunset 
hour  enveloped  them,  alluring,  brooding. 

Valerie,  standing  before  him,  slipped  her  hands  into 
the  pockets  of  her  coat  and,  slightly  tilting  her  head, 
ran  her  now  mocking  glance  over  the  length  of  his 
slim,  bound  figure.  An  almost  fierce  triumph  held 
her  at  seeing  him  thus,  a  captive.  Her  captor  himself 
a  captive ! 

The  Rajah  ;  Rajah  of  Kashmine — and  he  was  now 
bound  to  a  tree,  perhaps  on  his  own  province  !  A 
Prince,  young,  good-looking,  whose  fiery  nature, 
unbending  will  and  indomitable  spirit  had  made  his 
name  well  known — now  bound,  helpless,  to  a  tree ! 
He  had  never  suffered  like  this  before.  Stripped  of 
that  power  which  had  made  him  so  great — he  was  now 
bound  hand  and  foot ! 

Valerie  enjoyed  those  moments  of  her  triumph. 

Yes,  in  their  first  meeting  their  looks  had  met  and 
conflicted,  but — who  had  conquered  now  ? 

So  her  glance  flashed  up  and  down  him ;  her 
narrowed  eyes  expressed  something  of  her  feelings. 
Ramazan's  dark  eyes  blazed  in  answer.  Their  glances 
met  and  conflicted  with  a  primitiveness  born  of  the 
wild,  tropical,  luscious  forest  that  surrounded  them. 

In  his  look,  however,  was  something  that  mocked 
her,  flung  at  her  the  knowledge  that  he  was  her  master. 
Although  he  was  bound  and  helpless  and  she  stood 
before  him,  free,  taunting — he  was  her  master  and 
knew  it.  Valerie  set  her  teeth  and  was  glad  he  was 
so  bound,  now  so  powerless,  at  their  mercy. 

She  noted,  with  intense  satisfaction,  the  tightness 
and  the  number  of  the  cords  that  bound  him.  They 
were  giving  him  no  chance  of  further  resistance.  His 
white  coat  was  gone  and  his  silk  shirt  had  been  ripped 
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and  torn  one  side,  the  wide  sleeve  hanging  almost 
in  ribbons,  and  across  his  tanned  skin  the  thin  ropes 
were  so  tight  they  almost  cut  into  his  flesh.  Round 
his  slim  waist  they  were  bound  till  they  half  covered 
the  narrow  scarlet  sash  and  about  his  wrists,  above 
the  silver  band  on  one  arm,  so  that  it  was  almost 
impossible  for  him  to  move  his  hands.  Where  the 
shirt  had  been  torn  his  skin  was  exceedingly  light, 
so  light  that  she  was  surprised,  and  his  hair,  now 
uncovered,  was  short-cut,  a  lighter  brown  than  his 
eyes  and  waved  slightly  from  his  brow.  Yet,  for  all 
his  position,  there  was  no  submission  in  his  look  ; 
a  flame  seemed  to  smoulder  in  his  dark  eyes,  his 
youthful  face  was  very  hard  and  stiff,  his  lips  perfect 
in  shape,  motionless,  almost  cruelly  set,  as  at  their 
last  meeting  in  the  temple  garden.  But  she  noted, 
with  a  greater  satisfaction  that  was  a  truly  primitive 
and  womanly  desire  for  revenge,  that  the  dark  glow 
of  health  was  not  so  obvious,  that,  beneath  the  tan, 
his  face  looked  pale  and  that  faint  lines  showed  at 
the  corners  of  that  even  mouth. 

"  Well  ?  "  she  spoke  at  last,  with  a  mocking  curl 
of  her  lips,  breaking  the  tense,  eloquent  silence. 
"  Have  you  found  out  that  your  law's  not  so  great 
after  all  ?  That  we  are  a  power  to  be  reckoned  with  ?  " 

The  fire  of  his  dark  eyes  was  her  only  answer, 
while  his  supple  muscles  showed  rigid  against  his 
bonds  which  held  him  in  an  agonising  vice. 

"  You  thought  civilisation  so  far  away  that  it 
couldn't  be  felt  here,  didn't  you  ?  "  She  mocked  him 
with  laughter,  with  hardly  glittering  eyes  and  finely 
curled  lips.  "  You  thought  your  power  was  every- 
thing here  and  that  we  could  do  nothing.  Well — 
are  you  convinced  it's  otherwise  ?  " 

The  Rajah's  dark  glinting  glance  shifted  to  the 
surrounding  forest  and  a  fault  smile  curved  his  hard, 
even  lips.  Valerie  saw  that  smile  and  it  aroused  her 
to  swift  fury,  though  she  strove  to  control  herself. 
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"  Are  you  convinced  now  we're  a  power  to  be 
reckoned  with  ?  You'll  find  that  civilisation  does 
not  only  touch  here,  but  wields  a  power  sufficient  to 
break  you  and  your  arrogant,  lawless  rule.  Our 
European  power  will  rule  here  and  crush  barbaric 
ways  such  as  yours.  Your  power  will  be  nothing. 
You  will  be  the  first  example  for  others  like  you  ! 
You  will  pay  the  price  for  your  defiance  and  your — 
your  insolence  !  " 

His  dark  eyes  gleamed  like  jewels  between  their  lashes. 

"  Because  I  showed  you  you  were  a  woman,  my 
lovely  Valerie  ?  Because  I — mastered  you  ?  " 

"  Because  you  dared — dared  capture  me  as  you 
did  !  "  she  almost  hissed,  her  hands  clenching,  fury 
overmastering  her.  Try  as  she  would  she  could  not 
get  the  memory  of  that  night  spent  in  his  palace 
from  her  mind.  She  could  still  feel  the  merciless 
power  of  those  strong  arms  about  her,  the  passion 
of  those  hard,  beautiful  lips  crushed  to  her  own.  It 
was  a  vivid  memory  between  them  both.  "  You 
were  a  fool  to  capture  me  as  you  would  one  of  your 
dancing  girls !  " 

"  I  should  certainly  not  capture  one  of  my  dancing 
girls,"  returned  he  coolly.  "  She  would  come  to  me 
the  moment  I  wanted  her." 

Valerie  struggled  to  control  herself.  She  felt  she 
hated  him  more  than  ever  before  for  making  her  so 
angry,  she  who  was  usually  so  cool  and  indifferent. 

"  You  were  a  fool  to  capture  me  !  You  shall  know 
a  white  woman  is  free.  Now  you  shall  feel  the  con- 
sequences of  that  act.  And  for  your  insolence  when 
I  was  in  your  power  you  shall  pay — as  I  said  you  would 
pay — with  your  life  !  " 

Ramazan  smiled ;  his  eyes  still  gleamed  like  dark 
jewels. 

"  So  this  is  the  way  you  enforce  your  rule,  white 
rule  ?  "  enquired  the  Rajah  at  last,  a  faint  curl  to 
his  lips  still. 
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Valerie  felt  a  faint  colour  warming  her  cheeks. 
Seeing  him  bound  so  mercilessly  to  the  tree,  she  could 
not  forget  he  was  the  Prince.  Only  for  a  moment 
was  she  disconcerted,  though. 

"  No,"  she  cried.  "  Oh,  no  ;  what  you  did  yesterday 
has  put  you  beyond  any  consideration  on  our  part. 
This  is  our  way  of  dealing  with  outlaws  !  " 

"  Then,  indeed,"  he  murmured,  "  you  are  very 
foolish.  You  do  not  know  the  power  of  the  East " 

"  It  will  not  help  you  here,"  she  cried.  "  Your 
power  will  not  help  you.  You  shall  suffer  for  your 
insolence  to  me,  as  I  said  you  would !  " 

The  dark  flame  of  his  tense  regard  answered  her, 
though  his  lips  remained  hard,  motionlessly  set,  for 
the  agony  of  his  position  was  becoming  every  moment 
greater,  greater  with  the  strain  he  was  putting  upon 
himself. 

Valerie  strove  to  recapture  her  emotionless  control, 
setting  her  white  teeth  with  a  snap  and  slipping  her 
hands  into  the  pockets  of  her  riding  coat  again. 

"  There  is  still  a  chance  for  you  to  gain  your  life," 
said  she  with  an  insolent,  contemptuous  curling  of 
her  lips.  "  Tell  me  what  you  have  done  with  my 
party  and  also  give  us  the  names  of  those  Princes  we 
want." 

"  By  Heaven  !  "  he  burst  out  then,  "  will  you  never 
become  a  woman  !  "  The  sudden  blazing  fury  of  his 
look  and  his  tone  made  her  take  an  unconscious  step 
back.  "  Will  you  ever  be  civilisation's  cold,  hard 
statue  !  Will  you  ever  be  the  cold  scheming  agent 
of  the  British  authorities  ?  Will  you  never  be — a 
woman  !  " 

But  the  answering  fury  which  he  aroused  in  Valerie 
went  a  long  way  to  disprove  his  words.  Her  blue 
eyes  blazed,  she  took  a  step  forward,  almost  up  to 
him. 

"  You  think  I  care  so  much  that  the  British  authori- 
ties should  get  that  information  ?  Then  you're 
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mistaken.  For  them  I  care  little  ;  all  I  care  is  that 
you  shall  suffer,  be  outwitted,  your  power  crushed ! 
I  hope — yes,  I  hope  you  don't  speak,  for  then  to-morrow 
you'll  pay  as  I  said  you  would !  " 

The  fury  died  to  a  bright,  intense  gleam  in  the  brown 
eyes  of  the  Rajah ;  his  lips  slightly  curved,  showing 
his  white  teeth. 

"  Now,  indeed,"  said  he  softly,  "  you  are  more  a 
woman  ;  more  a  woman  than  before  I  captured  you." 

"  You  shall  learn,"  she  cried  with  greater  fury,  her 
slim  body  almost  trembling,  "  that  no  man  can  treat 
me  as  you  have  done  and  not  pay  dearly  for  it.  For 
your  presumption,  your  insolence,  you  shall  pay — 
with  your  life  !  " 

Turning  swiftly  she  left  the  dell,  running  quickly 
up  the  soft,  sloping  ground  through  the  gathering 
dusk  to  the  tents. 

Could  he  have  seen  her  a  few  minutes  later  stretched 
on  the  rough  bed  in  her  tent  in  an  uncontrollable 
passion  of  tears,  Ramazan,  suffering  in  the  dell,  would 
have  known  how  utterly  the  triumph  was  his  and  not 
hers. 

Night  came  down  upon  the  forest  glade  ;  night  with 
its  soft  darkness,  its  purple-tinted  sky  and  its  brilliant 
moon  silvering  the  ground  and  tree-tops. 


CHAPTER  XXIV 

TO  more  than  one  in  that  fair  forest  glade  hid 
far  away  from  civilisation  the  long  hours 
of  the  dark,  fragrant  Eastern  night  were 
a  mental  torture  such  as  had  never  been  expected. 
They  passed,  those  night  hours,  with  their  usual  calm, 
unhurried  throb  of  seconds,  yet,  to  one,  they  seemed 
either  to  fly  with  a  relentless  speed  or  to  drag  with  a 
slowness  that  was  agonising. 

It  had  never  been  in  Valerie  Ransome's  nature  to 
give  way  to  tears.  She  had  been  too  cool,  too  assured, 
too  self-willed  to  be  stirred  by  a  deep  and  overpowering 
emotion  to  that  extent.  And  so  her  surrender,  when 
it  came,  to  an  emotion  that  was  stronger  than  any 
will  she  could  exert,  was  all  the  more  complete  and 
overmastering. 

Lying  prone  upon  the  rough  canvas  bed  in  the  tent 
allotted  to  her,  her  head  buried  in  the  leather  cushion 
which  acted  as  pillow,  she  sobbed  and  sobbed  in  a 
passion  of  abandoned  grief  that  left  her  utterly  weak 
and  fault.  And  the  strange  fact  was  that  she  did 
not  know  what  caused  her  passionate  tears.  She 
beautiful,  adulated,  with  the  best  of  life  before  her 
— what  cause  had  she  for  grief  ?  It  must  have  been 
the  fury  which  he,  the  young  Prince,  had  aroused  in 
her  that  caused  the  passionate  paroxysm  of  tears  ; 
a  reaction  of  the  passion  which  had  gripped  her,  but 
it  left  her  physically  faint  and  exhausted. 

It  was  Lieutenant  Darrinton  who  broke  in  upon  her 
passion-stirred  solitude  and  she  was  glad  of  the  dim 
light  in  the  tent  that  did  not  reveal  the  signs  of  her 
tears.  She  got  rid  of  him  at  last,  but  not  before  he 
had  brought  her  some  coffee,  bread  and  fruit  and  a 
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flask  that  he  had  promised  her  earlier  that  day.  She 
placed  the  things  upon  the  one  folding  chair,  and  as 
she  did  so  her  thoughts  flew  to  that  other  meal — 
that  meal,  in  a  beautiful  Eastern  palace,  which  she 
could  not  forget — and  how  beautifully,  how  perfectly 
that  meal  had  been  placed  and  served. 

Strange  sounds  came  from  the  forest  which  was 
stirring  to  life  with  the  coming  of  night.  The  wind 
had  risen,  for  it  moved  the  tent  fabric  and  she  thought 
of  the  young  Rajah  bound  to  the  tree  in  the  dell. 
He  would  be  feeling  it  now  and,  setting  her  teeth, 
she  hoped  he  would  suffer — suffer  as  he  had  made  her 
suffer  when  he  held  her  his  captive. 

She  drank  the  coffee  with  its  dash  of  spirit  and  threw 
herself  upon  the  bed  again.  Sleep  would  not  come. 
The  noises  of  the  forest,  strange,  weird,  some  half 
terrifying,  kept  her  tense  and  wide  awake.  Lying 
with  her  heavy  head  resting  on  one  hand,  her  glance 
idly  travelled  round  the  small  tent.  Its  bareness, 
its  roughness,  struck  her  as  it  had  never  struck  her 
before  on  any  journey.  The  coarse  tenting  sagged 
heavily  at  one  corner,  the  camp  chair  and  bed  were 
the  only  furniture,  and  a  lamp,  hanging  at  one  side, 
shed  a  murky  light  about  the  place.  How  coarse, 
how  drab  it  seemed  after  the  lovely  palace  in  which 
she  had  been  held  prisoner  so  short  a  while  ago  ! 
Rising  suddenly  she  put  out  the  flickering  lamp, 
finding  her  way  back  to  bed  in  the  enveloping  darkness. 

Twisting  and  turning,  she  sought  rest  in  vain.  The 
strange  noises  and  howls  from  the  forest  made  her 
start  and  shiver.  The  stiff  canvas  bed  hurt  her  painful 
limbs  all  ways,  and  she  thought  of  that  other  beautiful 
Eastern  bed  with  its  soft  yielding  cushions  on  which 
she  had  lain  so  recently. 

So  the  long  dark  hours  of  the  night  went  by,  one 
by  one.  Wearied  and  exhausted  though  she  was, 
Valerie  could  not  sleep.  Wide-eyed  she  lay  in  the 
darkness,  her  mind  too  active  for  any  rest.  In  the 
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next  tent  she  could  hear  Sergeant  Blake  snoring 
loudly.  Outside  hi  the  night,  down  by  the  pool, 
Ramazan,  bound  and  lightly  clad,  would  be  suffering 
then.  She  set  her  teeth  hardly.  Yes,  he  would  be 
suffering — through  those  long  night  hours — as  ever 
she  could  wish  him  to  suffer.  For  one  long  night  she 
had  suffered,  so  he  should  suffer  now. 

A  stiffer  gust  of  wind  loosened  the  tent-flap.  She 
strained  her  eyes  in  an  endeavour  to  see  a  lightening 
of  the  sky  through  the  opening.  Surely — surely  the 
night  was  over ;  the  dawn  must  be  coming  soon. 
And  with  the  new  day  would  come,  perhaps,  his  death. 
Yes,  it  was  as  it  should  be.  He  was  the  one  man  she 
could  not  trifle  with  or  bend  to  her  will — the  one  man 
who  could  master  her — it  was  fitting  that  he  died  ! 

Yes,  Reuel  de  Ramazan  should  die  with  the 
coming  day ! 


CHAPTER  XXV 

TO  the  young  Rajah  of  Kashmine,  also,  the 
night  hours  passed  with  a  slowness  that 
was  all  too  painful.  The  night  wind  swept 
into  the  glade,  cutting  against  his  thinly-clad  figure 
in  the  dell  with  a  bitter  coldness  and  sharpness  that 
was  like  the  sting  of  a  lash.  His  slim  body  ached 
with  an  acute  stiffness  and  numbness  and  felt  icy 
cold,  but  the  tight  cords  were  like  bands  of  fire  about 
him.  He  had  not  touched  food  or  water  since  he  left 
his  palace  and  his  head  throbbed  from  the  blow  of 
the  knife-hilt. 

A  smouldering  rage  was  in  the  young  Prince's  heart. 
Yet  he  tried  not  to  think  of  the  two  men  and  the  woman 
who  held  him  captive  there.  He  knew  that  she  had 
influenced  the  men ;  that  it  was  mostly  through  her 
he  suffered.  Yet  he  knew  something  of  a  woman's 
heart,  and,  knowing,  strove  to  crush  or  check  the 
rage  within  him. 

He  looked  for  his  men,  but  moments,  hours  of  torture 
went  by  and  they  did  not  come.  Would  they  come 
too  late  ?  There  was  nothing  these  two  men  would 
stop  at  under  the  influence  of  the  woman.  And  he 
did  not  want  to  die  yet.  He  had  youth  and  health 
— and  power.  And  she,  the  woman  he  loved  and 
wanted,  was  not  yet  wholly  his.  No,  he  did  not  want 
to  die  yet.  He  thought  of  Kashmine,  life,  love — and 
it  seemed  a  very  bitter  thing  to  die  then. 

The  night  hours  dragged  their  wearying  course, 
bringing  no  relief ;  the  chill  wind  swept  into  the  dell 
to  cut  against  him  with  no  lessening  of  its  sharp  force. 
He  set  his  teeth  and  prayed  for  the  dawn  which  would 
bring  relief  till  the  sun  rose. 
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The  noises  of  the  forest  died  down  ;  a  deeper  dark- 
ness enshrouded  the  glade  as  the  moon  paled,  the 
darkness  which  comes  before  the  dawn. 

Ramazan  had  fallen  into  a  doze  that  was  almost 
semi-consciousness,  but  at  the  light  touch  upon  his 
arm  his  heaviness  of  mind  and  body  was  banished  in 
a  moment  and  his  senses  were  suddenly,  sharply  on 
the  alert.  He  had  heard  no  sound  by  him  and  for 
once  had  sensed  no  presence  near  him,  but  that  soft, 
light  touch  upon  his  arm  informed  him  that  someone 
had  stolen  up  to  the  tree  in  the  deeper  darkness.  He 
did  not  need  to  question  who  it  was.  That  soft  touch 
upon  him  stirred  his  chilled  blood  and  made  it  course 
suddenly  warmly  through  his  veins.  He  closed  his 
eyes  and  drew  a  long,  quick  breath  through  his  set 
teeth. 

The  soft,  warm  fingers  strayed  down  his  arm  to  his 
wrist,  feeling  the  cords,  thrilling  him  with  their  touch. 
A  knife  glinted  in  the  waning  light  and  he  knew  that 
his  bonds  were  being  swiftly,  desperately  cut  through. 

It  was  no  light  or  easy  task.  The  cords  were  so 
many  and  wound  tightly  about  him  and  very  nearly 
all  had  to  be  cut  separately.  But  at  last  it  was  done  ; 
they  were  cut,  loosened,  and  tugged  away  from  him. 
His  stiff  limbs,  numb  with  the  cold  of  the  wind  and 
cramped  with  the  long  confinement,  refused  utterly 
to  obey  his  will  and  he  fell  sideways  into  her  arms. 
She  could  not  hold  him,  but  she  broke  his  fall,  slipping 
with  him,  beneath  his  weight,  to  the  ground. 

So  a  short  while  they  remained,  wrapped  about 
by  the  soft,  eerie  darkness  that  came  before  the  dawn. 
His  dark  head  lay  upon  her  shoulder.  His  slim, 
lightly-clad  body  felt  exceedingly  cold  to  her  touch 
and,  half  unconsciously,  her  arms  tightened  about 
him,  holding  him  to  her. 

She  moved  first,  for  Ramazan,  lying  in  her  arms, 
free  at  last  from  the  agony  of  his  bonds,  feeling  the 
warm  softness,  the  quivering  life  of  her  to  his  chilled 
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body,  had  no  inclination  to  make  the  slightest  effort, 
either  of  mind  or  body. 

Stirring,  she  endeavoured  to  raise  him,  but  with 
sudden  passion  his  arms  closed  about  her  and  again, 
for  magic,  pulsating  moments,  heart  throbbed  against 
heart  and  his  head  lay  heavy  on  her  shoulder. 

"  Ramazan !  Ramazan,  you  must  get  away  at 
once."  Her  swift  whisper  scarce  disturbed  the  night's 
stillness  when  at  last  she  spoke.  "  Drink  some  of  this." 

Slowly  and  reluctantly  the  young  Rajah  drew  his 
arms  from  about  her  and  roused  himself.  The  spirit 
which  she  forced  him  to  drink  sent  a  glow  of  warmth 
through  his  numbed  body,  stirring  his  already  thrilled 
blood  to  something  of  its  old  fiery  heat.  The  agonising 
stiffness  left  his  limbs  and  he  sat  up,  assisted,  with 
sudden  vigour,  by  the  woman  who  knelt  beside  him. 
Again  her  arms  came  about  him,  this  tune  dragging 
a  long,  heavy  robe  of  dark  stuff  round  his  lightly  clad 
figure. 

"  So,"  he  whispered,  "  you  came — you  came  to  set 
me  free !  " 

The  forest  glade  was  quiet  and  still,  the  wind  had 
dropped,  silence  held  the  forest  for  a  moment. 

"  You  must  escape — escape  at  once,  before  anyone 
sees  or  the  camp  rouses."  Her  words  came  with 
breathless  haste,  yet  very  low  through  the  darkness. 
"  Can  you  ride  ?  But  you  must !  Stay  here  a 
moment  while  I  see  if  it's  all  safe." 

Like  a  slim,  white  ghost  she  slipped  from  his  side 
and  sped  through  the  darkness  into  the  trees  and 
slightly  up  the  slope.  There  beneath  the  trees  she 
looked  and  listened.  Few  sounds  came  from  the 
forest  in  that  hour  before  the  dawn.  A  murmur 
came  from  where  the  natives  and  animals  were  camped 
about  a  dying  fire  and  the  sergeant's  loud  snores  were 
plainly  audible. 

When  she  returned  to  him  Ramazan  stood  stiff 
and  straight  before  the  tree,  completely  enveloped 
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in  the  dark  robe,  looking  as  aloft  and  formidable  as 
when  he  had  stood  in  the  hall  of  his  palace  or  in  the 
temple  garden.  Different  to  others  of  his  position, 
he  had  recovered  quicker  than  what  one  used  to  the 
indolent  life  of  the  East  would  have  done.  She 
spoke  quickly. 

"  All  is  safe — so  far.  Come.  I  will  lead  you  to 
where  I've  tied  the  horse.  They'll  be  stirring  as  soon 
as  it's  light." 

Again  she  hurried  off  through  the  dusk  and  this 
time  Ramazan  followed  her,  though  more  slowly. 
Silent  ghostly  figures  they  moved  across  the  soft 
ground  and  into  the  trees,  stepping  with  the  utmost 
caution,  their  footfalls  scarce  making  a  sound  on  the 
mossy  turf,  though  Ramazan's  silver  spurs,  which, 
with  his  rings,  had  not  been  removed,  gave  out  a 
strange,  faint  jingle. 

Keeping  beneath  the  trees  they  passed  the  tents, 
and,  more  slowly  and  with  greater  caution,  skirted  the 
sleeping  natives  about  the  fire  and  the  animals, 
arriving  at  last  at  the  other  end  of  the  glade.  There, 
also  beneath  the  trees,  a  large  white  horse  loomed 
out  of  the  darkness,  tugging  at  its  tethered  bridle  and 
pawing  up  the  ground.  It  whinnied  softly  as  Ramazan 
approached  and  the  yonng  Rajah  almost  hissed  some- 
thing at  it. 

"  Cairo  !  You  got  him  from  the  other  horses  and 
saddled  and  bridled  him — alone,  unaided  ?  " 

Ramazan's  dark  eyes  were  turned  upon  Valerie  and 
through  the  darkness  she  saw  their  bright,  intense  gleam. 

"  I — I  got  him  from  the  other  horses,  but  he  was 
still  saddled." 

"  Ah."  His  wide,  intense  glance  remained  fixed 
upon  her,  his  eyes  like  jewels  between  their  dark 
lashes.  She  felt  again  the  strange  fascination  of  his 
near  presence,  his  fixed  look.  He  stood  by  the  horse's 
side,  a  dark  figure  against  its  soft,  white  body,  while 
she,  very  near  him,  was  by  the  animal's  head. 
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"  Quick  !  Someone  might  have  heard  him.  Get 
away  while  you  can  !  " 

She  turned  quickly,  throwing  an  apprehensive  glance 
back  upon  the  sleeping  camp.  There  was  a  sudden, 
swift  movement  behind  her.  She  was  taken  completely 
unawares,  for  she  was  utterly  unsuspicious.  A  band 
of  thick  silk,  torn  from  the  ragged  sleeve  of  his  shirt, 
was  brought  tight  across  her  mouth  and  knotted  behind 
her  head.  His  arms  came  suddenly,  swiftly  about  her, 
lifting  her  up.  He  climbed  with  her  into  the  saddle, 
tugged  the  reins  free  and,  swinging  the  big  horse 
round,  spurred  off  into  the  forest. 

It  had  all  happened  so  suddenly  that  she  was  in  his 
arms,  being  carried  swiftly  away  from  the  camp  and 
the  glade,  ere  she  fully  realised  what  he  had  done. 
No  overmastering  fury  gripped  her  this  time.  Lying 
passive  in  his  hold  she  strained  her  ears  to  hear  if 
his  impetuous  flight  had  been  discovered  at  the  camp. 
But  only  the  faint  whistle  of  the  wind  and  the  muffled 
thud  of  flying  hoofs  over  the  soft  ground  came  to  her 
hearing. 

Passive  she  lay  in  his  hold,  feeling  the  strong, 
protective  power  of  his  arm  about  her,  which  held  her 
to  his  swiftly  beating,  faintly  exulting  heart.  After 
those  long,  wearying  hours  of  the  night  she  felt  utterly 
tired,  incapable  of  further  thought  or  further  effort, 
and  did  not,  for  the  moment,  question  where  he  was 
taking  her  or  his  intent  towards  her. 

She  did  not  know  yet  what  had  made  her  set  the 
young  Rajah  free.  It  had  been  some  strange,  irresis- 
tible power  that  had  forced  her  to  release  him  before 
the  dawn  had  come.  She  could  not  understand  it, 
or  her  changed  feelings. 

The  forest  looked  dark  and  eerie  in  the  pale  light  of 
approaching  dawn.  Ramazan  rode  swiftly  where  the 
path  allowed,  looking  keenly  now  and  again  into  the 
dark  tangle  of  jungle  and  listening  to  the  many  subdued 
sounds  that  seemed  to  surround  them.  Twice  he 
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drew  up  sharply  and  twice  spurred  on  again,  once 
down  a  different  path. 

It  seemed  to  Valerie  they  had  travelled  only  a 
short  way  when  another  sound  was  heard  with  the 
sounds  of  the  forest,  the  muffled  thud  of  many  galloping 
hoofs  and  the  breaking  of  twigs  and  branches.  Ramazan 
drewn  rein ;  then,  even  as  she  lifted  herself  in  his 
arms,  a  crowd  of  robed  horsemen  broke  into  the  path 
before  them.  Clamour  rang  through  the  forest  and 
in  a  few  moments  they  had  spurred  forward  and 
surrounded  the  white  horse.  With  sudden  terror  she 
clung  to  the  young  Rajah,  but  Ramazan  sat  cool  and 
collected  on  his  curveting  horse  and  in  a  moment  she 
saw  red  and  white  robes  and  recognised  them  as  the 
Rajah's  men.  Even  as,  still  clinging  to  him,  she 
recognised  them,  Ramazan  bent  over  her. 

"  You  see,  my  Valerie,  I  should  have  been  set  free. 
My  men  are  late  in  coming  to  what  I  had  expected. 
Had  they  been  too  late — well,  you  would  have  suffered, 
I  fear."" 

The  silk  across  her  mouth  prevented  her  speaking, 
but  a  faint  colour  showed  in  her  cheeks.  She  was 
thinking  how  she  had  mocked  him  about  their  European 
power  when  he  was  their  prisoner,  helpless,  at  their 
mercy,  but — what  was  it  after  all  ?  She  remembered 
his  smile.  Yes,  he  could  well  have  smiled.  All  the 
time  he  must  have  been  expecting  his  men.  Very 
plainly  then  she  saw  what  power  was  the  greater,  and 
a  colour  flushed  her  cheeks. 

Clamour  rang  about  them  for  a  while  ;  then,  the 
natives  falling  in  behind  them,  Ramazan  released  the 
curb  and  the  white  horse  sprang  off  down  the  forest 
path. 

When  they  rode  out  of  the  forest  Kashmine  lay  in 
the  valley  before  them. 


CHAPTER  XXVI 

THE  Rajah  put  down  the  hookah  he  had  been 
smoking  and  turned  to  address  two  of  the 
richly  robed  natives  who  stood  beside  his 
divan. 

Valerie,  her  hands  tightly  clasped  before  her, 
watched  him  from  where  she  stood  on  one  side  of  the 
hall. 

It  was  a  little  past  noon  and  the  damp  heat  of  a 
slightly  clouded  day  enveloped  the  low-lying  palace, 
though,  within,  the  blue  and  white  and  gold  of  the 
hall  and  the  colours  of  drapery,  carpet  and  cushion 
were  glowingly  bright. 

She  had  slept  since  their  return  that  morning ; 
Nature  had  exerted  her  power  over  a  weary  mind  and 
body,  but  it  had  only  been  for  a  little  while,  and  now, 
as  she  stood  in  the  big  hall,  her  conflicting  emotions 
and  fears  held  her  again. 

She  wished  she  could  forget  the  forest  glade.  She 
had  been  mad  to  act  as  she  had  done.  What  would 
he  do  now  ?  Would  he  take  some  horrible  Eastern 
vengeance  upon  her — or  upon  her  brother  and  friends 
whom  he  had  in  his  power  ? 

Ramazan,  seated  on  his  divan,  with  his  richly  dressed 
natives  about  him,  looked  a  very  different  person  to 
the  man  who  had  entered  the  palace  that  morning 
with  a  dark  robe  over  his  torn  silk  shirt.  In  all  the 
glory  of  a  green  robe  embroidered  with  gold,  with 
pearls  about  his  neck,  jewels  flashing  on  his  fingers 
and  pearls  and  jewels  gleaming  on  his  red  silk  turban, 
he  looked  very  aloft  and  formidable — exceedingly 
formidable. 

The  two  natives  he  had  addressed  salaamed  and 
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walked  softly  from  the  hall.  He  turned  and  spoke  to 
the  others  about  him.  Valerie's  hands  clasped  tightly 
before  her.  Her  heart  beat  so  heavily  it  seemed  to 
throb  in  her  throat.  Remembrance  of  the  forest 
glade  beat  upon  her  mind.  Tales  of  the  East  and 
Eastern  vengeance  which  she  thought  of  made  her 
feel  cold  in  that  warm  hall. 

The  natives  moved  from  the  divan  and  in  a  few 
moments  had  gone  from  the  hall.  The  Rajah  rose 
from  his  cushions,  stepped  down  to  the  hall,  and  came 
towards  her. 

Valerie's  tightly  clasped  hands  came  against  her 
breast.  Her  eyes  were  dark,  dilated,  with  terror  in 
their  depth. 

Slow,  unhurried,  he  walked  up  to  her,  his  green 
robe  shimmering  where  it  caught  the  light,  his  jewels 
flashing.  An  overmastering  desire  to  flee  gripped 
Valerie  and  yet  she  felt  incapable  of  moving,  rooted 
to  the  ground. 

Before  her  he  stopped  and  looked  down  at  her. 
His  dark,  youthful  face  was  calm  and  perfectly  in- 
scrutable. Her  dark,  dilated  eyes  stared  back  at 
him ;  she  was  slightly  shivering. 

A  fault  cry  escaped  her  pale  lips  as  he  caught  her 
in  his  arms.  He  felt  her  trembling,  trembling  violently, 
her  slender  body  quivering  against  him. 

"  So,  you  fear  me  now,"  he  said.  "  You  fear  me 
now." 

Valerie  closed  her  eyes  then.  Yes,  she  feared  him. 
She  was  really  frightened.  She  feared  him  then. 

Trembling  she  lay  in  his  arms.  The  smoke  of 
incense  curled  down  about  them.  Then,  slowly,  the 
Rajah  put  her  upon  her  feet,  steadied  her  and  released 
her. 

"  Go,"  he  said  softly,  and  pointed  to  one  of  the 
curtained  entrances  on  the  right. 

She  gave  him  a  swift  glance  from  wide,  blackly- 
blue  eyes ;  then,  stumbling  across  the  floor,  passed 
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between  the  curtains,  down  a  short  passage  and  into 
an  inner  chamber. 

It  was  the  chamber  in  which  she  had  slept  earlier ; 
one  in  the  Rajah's  apartments  with  a  terrace  at  one 
end  which  overlooked  the  garden.  Her  coat  lay  on 
the  cushioned  couch,  for  she  was  in  white  blouse  and 
breeches,  and  one  of  the  native  women  was  still  there. 

With  hands  clasped  about  her  knees,  her  blue  eyes 
wide  and  dark,  she  sat  motionless  on  the  couch.  She 
could  hardly  think  that  he  had  spared  her.  Was 
he  planning  some  greater  vengeance  ?  What  was  he 
doing  ? 

Slight  sounds  from  other  parts  of  the  palace  pene- 
trated to  the  room.  She  felt  she  could  not  sit  still 
there,  not  knowing,  uncertain.  She  cast  a  glance  at 
the  woman.  The  Indian  was  curled  up  on  a  cushion 
beside  the  couch,  bending  over  a  stringed  instrument 
that  she  was  playing.  Softly,  cautiously,  Valerie  rose, 
crossed  the  floor,  and  slipped  out  of  the  room  between 
the  curtains  without  the  other  knowing. 

As  she  parted  the  curtains  and  looked  into  the  main 
hall,  Valerie  understood  the  instinct  that  had  drawn 
her  away  from  the  room.  The  Rajah,  in  his  rich 
dress  and  jewels,  was  seated  on  the  divan  with  his 
natives  again  about  him  and  before  him,  in  soiled 
white  suits,  stood  Lewis,  Captain  Hampton  and  the 
official  Munro ! 

A  cold  hand  seemed  to  grip  Valerie's  heart.  Then, 
it  seemed,  she  understood  why  he  had  spared  her. 
He  had  her  brother  and  friends ;  he  was  going  to  be 
revenged  upon  them.  It  was  two  white  men  who  had 
put  such  indignity  upon  him,  had  made  him  suffer, 
and  so  he  would  be  revenged  upon  the  three  he  held. 
She  clung  to  the  curtains,  her  hands  and  brow  suddenly 
damp. 

Ramazan  was  speaking She  struggled  to  con- 
trol herself,  to  hear  what  he  was  saying. 

"  — I  regret  that  I  have  had  to  detain  you,  gentle- 
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men,  but  I  need  now  no  longer  keep  you  from  con- 
tinuing your  journey."  The  Rajah's  level,  courteous 
tones  rang  clearly  in  the  hall.  "  Your  animals  and 
baggage  you  will  find,  I  trust,  quite  in  order.  Both, 
with  your  natives,  wait  without.  My  men  will  guide 
you  to  the  route  you  were  travelling  and  will  there 
return  to  you  your  weapons.  Anything  else  that  you 
may  desire  I  shall  be  happy  to  supply." 

Valerie  gasped,  hardly  able  to  believe  her  ears. 

"  Do  you  mean — we're  free  now  ?  "  cried  Munro, 
the  official. 

"  Your  animals  and  men  even  now  wait  without," 
returned  the  Rajah,  with  a  wave  of  his  beringed  hand. 

"  But — I  don't  understand.  Why  have  you  kept 
us  here  ;  why  did  you  attack  us  the  other  day  ?  " 

"  For  your  own  good,  gentlemen.  So,  you  have  not 
yet  found  out  why  I  should  take  an  interest  in  your 
welfare  ?  "  Ramazan's  keen  look  was  suddenly  ques- 
tioning ;  there  was  a  faint  smile  about  his  even  lips. 

"  No,"  snapped  the  Captain,  but  Munro  stood  with 
a  thoughtful  frown  knitting  his  brows. 

"  Then,  since  you  have  not  found  out  a  very  obvious 

fact "  The  Rajah  shrugged  slightly.  "  I  regret 

that  I  cannot,  at  the  moment,  give  you  a  full  explana- 
tion  " 

"  But,  by  Heaven  !  "  burst  out  the  Captain,  who 
seemed  to  be  striving  to  control  himself,  "  that  attack 
upon  us  the  other  day " 

"  What,  have  you  any  complaint  to  make  of  it  ?  " 
Ramazan's  brilliant  brown  eyes  flashed  a  look  at 
him  ere  they  were  narrowed  again.  "  Indeed,  I  did 
my  best.  Had  you,  under  the  circumstances,  fallen 
into  other  hands  than  mine  I  think  it  very  unlikely 
that  you  would  have  been  set  at  liberty  within  a  day 
or  so  of  your  capture.  Indeed,  I  do  not  like  to  con- 
sider what  would  have  happened  to  you.  Nor  would 
you  have  been  captured  without  the  firing  of  a  shot 
on  the  other  side." 
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"  But — gad,  I'm  hanged  if  I  understand  you  ! " 
Munro  rubbed  a  handkerchief  over  his  forehead. 

"  Why  were  we  attacked  ?  "  demanded  Hampton. 
"  Why  did  you  stop  us  ?  " 

"  Was  it  only  for ?  "  began  Lewis  Ransome. 

"  Why,  gentlemen,  I  think  it  is  your  intention  to 
visit  certain  Princes  on  your  journey,  is  it  not  ?  " 
came  the  Rajah's  even,  courteous  tones. 

Munro  started.  The  Captain  dropped  an  oath. 
Lewis  was  biting  his  lip.  All  three  stared  at  the 
slim,  aloft  figure  of  the  young  Prince.  It  was  the  first 
inkling  they  had  that  their  plans  were  known,  and 
known  by  Ramazan  ! 

"  That  being  the  case,"  coolly  proceeded  the  young 
Rajah,  "  I  could  not  possibly  let  you  proceed  unless 
they  were  warned  of  your  coming,  so  that  they  could 
give  you  a  fitting  reception.  It  appears  you  omitted 
to  inform  them  of  your  coming,  so  I  have  detained 
you  for  a  day  or  so  in  order  to  fill  in  that  omission, 
for,  indeed,  they  would  be  most  upset  did  you  come 
upon  them  unprepared." 

A  silence  followed  the  Rajah's  words.  Only  the 
fountain  tinkled  and  the  white  cockatoo  gave  a  shrill 
shriek.  The  three  men  before  him  were  speechless. 
Their  expressions  were  eloquent  of  their  feelings.  At 
one  blow  he  had  knocked  their  fine  plans  into  the 
dust  and  made  their  journey  now  utterly  fruitless. 
His  words  seemed  to  be  full  of  taunting  mockery, 
yet  there  was  no  suspicion  of  it  on  his  calm,  inscrutable 
countenance  or  in  his  level,  courteous  tones.  Yet 
his  very  courtesy  stung  the  mortified  men. 

Valerie,  listening  behind  the  curtains  at  one  entrance, 
was  amazed  at  Ramazan's  cool  handling  of  the  affair. 
He  had  checkmated  them ;  he  had  utterly  ruined 
their  plans.  Yet  she  felt  no  mortification  or  rage. 
The  purpose  of  their  journey  through  the  country, 
which  she  had  once  taken  so  much  interest  in,  seemed 
now  insignificant,  a  trifle  mean.  And  she  could  not 
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yet  believe  that  she  had  heard  aright ;  that  he  was 
letting  the  white  men  go  ;  yes,  go  free  ! 

Munro  and  the  Captain  started  towards  the  divan, 
their  voices  raised,  but  swiftly,  silently,  the  natives 
moved  and  put  themselves  before  the  couch  in  a 
way  the  meaning  of  which  could  not  be  mistaken 
and  abruptly  the  Englishmen  checked  themselves. 
Ramazan  sat  calm  and  aloft,  without  the  slightest 
movement. 

"  By  Heaven,  your  Highness,  you've  gone  too  far  !  " 
exclaimed  Munro. 

"  Gad,  yes,  you'll  pay  for  this  !  "  cried  the  Captain. 

"  Why  the  dickens  have  you  done  this  ?  Was  it 
only  because ?  "  began  Lewis. 

"  I  regret,  gentlemen,  that  you  do  not  find  favour 
with  what  I  have  done,"  came  the  cool,  even  tones 
of  the  Rajah.  Lightly  he  waved  his  natives  to  either 
side.  "  Did  you  not  wish  these  Princes  to  know  that 
you  were  going  to  visit  them  ?  " 

The  Captain  was  silent  and  Munro  drew  back. 
Here  was  a  question  they  could  not  very  well  answer. 
They  could  not  explain  the  purpose  of  their  journey. 
Both  saw  that.  Lewis,  however,  burst  out : 

"  No.     You've  spoilt  it  all !  " 

"  Indeed  !  "  The  Rajah's  look  of  surprise  and  con- 
sternation was  perfect,  so  perfect  that  Munro  felt 
himself  flushing. 

"  See  here,  Ramazan,"  exclaimed  the  Captain, 
"  you've  gone  too  far " 

"  Indeed,  your  Highness  " — Munro's  voice  was  now 
calm  and  collected  since  he  had  gained  control  of 
himself — "  we  cannot  overlook  this.  Unless  you  can 
give  a  better  reason  for  your  conduct,  you  will  have  to 
answer  an  official  enquiry.  We  have  overlooked  many 
things  in  the  past,  but  you've  gone  too  far  this 
time." 

Ramazan  rose  from  the  divan  and,  since  he  stood 
on  the  step,  he  looked  extremely  tall.  There  was  also 
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a  sudden,  arrogant  movement  of  his  turbaned  head 
that  was  very  noticeable. 

"Oh,  I  know."  Munro  cast  a  glance  at  the  sur- 
rounding natives.  "  You  have  it  all  your  own  way 
now  ;  you  have  the  power.  But  we  shall  return,  and 
then  I  think  you'll  see  the  wisdom  of  either  giving 
us  a  better  explanation  or  coming  peaceably  with  us." 

"  Till  then,  gentlemen,  I  will  wish  you — farewell." 

The  Rajah  bowed  with  his  perfect  courtesy  and 
stepped  down  to  the  hall,  two  natives  moving  with 
him,  but  Hampton  started  forward,  checking  his 
departure. 

"  Stop.  What  have  you  done  with  her  ?  Where  is 
she  ?  "  The  Captain  got  out  what  he  had  been  striving 
to  say  all  the  time ;  what  Lewis  had  not  been  able 
to  put  into  words. 

"  Ah,  yes,  that's  another  thing,"  Munro  joined  in, 
"  a  thing  that's  pretty  black  against  you.  What 
have  you  done  with  Miss  Ransome  whom  you  captured 
with  us  ?  " 

The  Rajah  slightly  turned. 

"  Miss  Ransome,"  he  said  "  is  my  guest." 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  "  cried  Lewis. 

"  But — look  here,"  Munro  went  on,  "  this  is  a 
serious  matter,  your  Highness.  What  have  you  done 
with  her  ?  Doesn't  she  accompany  us  ?  " 

"  No,"  returned  the  Rajah,  "  she  remains  with  me." 

"  Then,  gad,  you'll  have  the  consequences  of  this." 

"  My  God,  you've  not — not "  Lewis  gasped  and 

trailed  into  silence. 

Ramazan  turned  fully  and  his  brilliant  brown  eyes 
met  the  wide  blue  eyes  of  the  other  man  in  a  look 
that  was  keen,  unwavering. 

"  She  is  my  guest,"  he  said. 

"  You  d d  native  !  What  have  you  done  with 

her  ?  "  Hampton  sprang  forward,  but  ere  he  could 
reach  the  slim,  splendid  figure  of  the  young  Prince 
two  natives  had  him  struggling  in  their  hold. 
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Ramazan's  dark  eyes  flashed,  but  he  made  no 
movement.  When  he  spoke,  after  a  moment,  the 
cold  dignity  and  courtesy  of  his  tones  was  striking. 

"  Gentlemen,  I  will  no  longer  keep  you  from  your 
journey.  Your  men  and  animals  are  waiting.  Hanaud, 
here,  will  get  you  anything  further  that  you  desire. 
Farewell — till  next  we  meet,  gentlemen,"  and  bowing 
again  the  Rajah  turned  and  walked  from  the  hall, 
followed  by  the  two  natives,  ere  they  could  stop  him 
again. 

Hampton,  still  struggling,  was  for  making  an  attempt 
to  search  the  palace,  but  Munro,  catching  his  arm, 
strove  to  subdue  him. 

"  Be  quiet,  man  !  We  can't  do  anything  now.  And 
he  might  regret  he's  set  us  free.  We  can  do  more 
by  getting  safely  away  and  notifying  the  authorities." 

Hampton,  seeing  the  truth  of  the  other's  words, 
ceased  to  struggle  and  the  natives  released  him. 
Hanaud,  with  many  salaams,  came  forward,  listened 
politely  to  all  that  the  three  white  men  had  to  say 
and  then  respectfully  suggested  that  they  should  inspect 
their  baggage  in  the  courtyard.  Swearing,  the  three 
Europeans  stamped  down  the  hall  and  on  to  the 
pavilion,  followed,  at  some  distance,  by  the  natives. 

Valerie  let  them  go.  She  did  not  call  out  or  let 
them  know  of  her  presence  so  near  them.  What  would 
have  been  the  use  ?  They  were  still  in  the  young 
Rajah's  power.  And  knowing  her  there  they  would 
get  help  and  return.  Moreover,  the  relief  at  knowing 
they  were  going  safely  away  was  so  great  that  she 
could  not  detain  them.  She  could  not  believe  it ;  she 
could  not  realise  it  yet.  They  were  not  only  safe  but 
had  been  set  at  liberty.  And  after  all  he  had  suffered 
at  their  hands  the  past  day  and  night !  What  manner 
of  man  was  he  ?  So  utterly  different  from  others  of  his 
race  and  position  that  she  could  only  stand  and  marvel. 

A  clamour  and  clattering  of  hoofs  announced  the 
departure  from  the  palace  of  the  European  party. 
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THE  fountain  played  on  with  its  cool  splash 
and  musical,  never-ceasing  tinkle ;  the 
cockatoo  let  out  elfin  chuckles  and  now  and 
again  sent  shrieks  through  the  hall. 

Valerie,  leaning  against  the  wall  beside  the  soft  cur- 
tains in  the  wide  archway  of  the  entrance,  made  no 
sound  or  movement.  So  lost  in  her  thoughts  and  con- 
flicting emotions  was  she  that  she  took  no  notice  of  her 
surroundings  nor  did  she  note  the  flight  of  time.  She 
did  not  know  if  it  was  a  little  or  a  long  time  that  she 
stood  there  lost  in  her  feelings  and  thoughts  until  some- 
thing brought  her  sharply  back  to  knowledge  of  her 
surroundings. 

The  sound  of  deep  voices,  light  voices,  a  cry,  came 
from  the  hall. 

She  started,  looked  about  her,  and,  catching  the 
silken  curtains,  parted  them  and  looked  into  the  hall. 

The  Rajah  was  back  in  the  hall  standing  with  his 
natives  near  the  head  of  the  water  tank.  Near  him 
were  two  women,  and  before  them,  her  lovely  figure 
slightly  drooping,  stood  the  olive-skinned  girl,  Trada. 

"  Well,  what  hast  thou  to  say  ?  " 

Valerie  heard  his  voice  and  it  was  utterly  different 
to  that  in  which  he  had  addressed  the  Europeans ;  it 
was  hard,  curt,  yet  with  a  faint  quiver  of  passion 
in  it. 

"  O  lord  of  all  my  life," — with  a  sinuous,  graceful 
movement  the  girl  went  nearer  to  him,  her  small,  henna- 
stained  hands  upraised, — "  why  didst  thou  bring  her 
back  ?  She  had  returned  to  her  people.  Why  didst 
thou  go  after  her  and  bring  her  back  ?  What  hath  she 
given  thee  that  thou  shouldst " 
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"  Did  I  ask  thee  to  speak  of  her  ?  "  thundered 
Ramazan. 

Valerie  had  never  seen  him  look  more  hard  and  merci- 
less. His  dark,  youthful  face  seemed  a  beautiful,  rigid 
mask,  only  his  brown  eyes  gleamed  with  passion  ;  his 
slender  figure  was  drawn  up  taut  though  the  jewels 
upon  him  flashed  with  his  quickened  breath. 

The  golden  eyes  of  Trada  gleamed  also  ;  and  then 
they  were  all  soft  and  languorous.  Her  small  hands 
were  still  held  up  to  him,  rigid  and  unresponsive  though 
he  stood. 

"  O  lord  of  my  heart,  she  wouldstonly  give  thee " 

Valerie  parted  the  curtains  and  stepped  quietly  into 
the  hall. 

"  Wilt  thou  answer  me  !  " 

The  girl  drew  slightly  back,  her  hands  coming  against 
her  perfect  breast. 

"  Dost  thou  admit  this  treachery  ?  " 

"  What  treachery,  lord  ?  " 

Ramazan's  eyes  narrowed ;  his  even  mouth  had  a 
perfect  set.  For  a  moment  he  did  not  speak. 

"  Must  I  tell  thee  again  of  it  ?  "  His  voice  was 
suddenly  very  level. 

The  girl  shrank  yet  more. 

"  Didst  thou  let  this  man  into  the  palace  ?  " 

Her  golden  eyes  gleamed  between  their  silky  lashes, 
her  lovely  body  drooped,  but  she  did  not  speak. 

"  Answer  me  !  "  thundered  Ramazan,  and  Valerie, 
watching  him,  felt  herself  slightly  shiver  and  did  not 
wonder  that  the  girl  answered  then,  falteringly : 

"  Y— es." 

"  Thou  didst  get  the  man  into  the  palace,  didst  let  him 
have  speech  with  the  white  woman,  and  then  didst  get 
him  out  again  ?  " 

"  Y— es." 

The  Rajah  turned  to  a  native  beside  him. 

"  A  whip  !  " 

Salaaming  the  man  left  the  hall. 
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Valerie  gasped.  The  girl,  her  golden  eyes  suddenly 
dilating,  screamed,  then  started  towards  him. 

"  Lord  !— lord " 

Ramazan  turned  to  the  other  natives  on  the  left  of 
him. 

"  Take  her  and  secure  her  to  the  lion  there." 

They  obeyed  immediately,  for,  in  their  eyes,  punish- 
ment for  disobedience  or  treachery  was  a  thing  un- 
questioned, and  catching  the  girl  dragged  her  struggling 
to  one  of  the  stone  lions  at  the  corner  of  the  water  tank. 

The  native  re-entered  the  hall  with  the  whip.  At 
sight  of  this  Trada  screamed  again,  tore  herself  from  the 
hold  of  the  natives  and  flung  herself  at  the  Rajah's  feet. 
There,  clinging  to  his  legs,  she  pleaded  and  sobbed, 
begging  for  mercy. 

The  white  girl  watched,  her  hand  against  her  throat, 
too  fascinated  to  move. 

Ramazan  did  not  even  look  down  at  the  lovely  girl 
at  his  feet.  He  glanced  towards  the  Indians.  They 
sprang  forward,  caught  her  and  dragged  her  back 
towards  the  lion.  Finding  her  efforts  to  move  the 
merciless,  aloft  young  Prince  fruitless,  Trada  turned 
upon  the  men,  golden  eyes  gleaming,  soft,  olive-tinted 
body  quivering,  like  some  lovely  feline  animal. 

"  Wilt  thou  obey  him  ?  "  she  panted.  "  Wilt  thou 
dare  touch  me — me,  Trada,  thy  Princess  !  " 

"  Secure  her  to  the  lion  !  "  snapped  Ramazan. 

Without  any  hesitation  the  natives  obeyed  and  she 
was  fastened  against  the  stone  beast  screaming,  as  much 
in  fury  as  fear. 

The  white  cockatoo  added  to  her  shrieks. 

Ramazan  took  the  whip,  tried  it,  and  tossed  it,  with 
a  few  sharp  words,  to  another  native  who  stood  attired 
only  hi  green  silk  trousers  and  a  red  cap.  With  the 
whip  gripped  the  native  approached  the  girl. 

"  Strip  her  !  " 

A  silver-embroidered  veil  and  the  jewelled  straps 
which  held  her  breast  jacket  were  torn  from  her  back 
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and  her  soft,  olive-tinted  flesh  was  bared  to  the 
waist. 

Ramazan,  his  dark  face  as  hard  and  motionless  as 
ever,  nodded.  The  whip  was  raised  and  the  lash  curled 
about  the  soft,  golden  flesh.  Trada  shrieked. 

Valerie,  still  watching  fascinated,  gasped  as  she  had 
gasped  when  the  girl's  back  had  been  bared.  This  was 
the  East ;  the  true  East  that  she  had  feared.  Even 
in  the  stress  of  that  moment  she  marvelled  ;  marvelled 
that  he  should  have  taken  no  vengeance  upon  the  white 
men,  but  had  let  them  go  free,  whereas  to  this  girl,  one 
of  his  own  people,  he  was  so  hard  and  merciless. 

Swish  went  the  whip  and  at  the  sound  of  the  lash 
striking  the  girl's  bare  flesh  Valerie  shivered.  She 
wished  to  move,  but  felt  rooted  to  the  floor. 

Swish,  swish,  and  the  cruel  thong  curled  about  the 
golden  skin. 

Valerie's  blue  eyes  were  as  dilated  as  the  girl's  had 
been.  She  looked  from  that  bared,  lovely  back  to 
Ramazan.  Still  and  unbending  he  stood,  his  arms 
crossed  on  his  breast,  looking,  with  his  straight  features 
so  hardly  set,  his  tight-fitting  turban  and  flashing  jewels 
not  unlike  an  avenging  young  god. 

Swish  went  the  stinging  lash.  Trada  screamed, 
screamed  and  writhed. 

Valerie  gasped  again,  took  her  hand  from  her  throat, 
and  started  across  the  hall  to  the  Rajah's  side.  She 
caught  his  arm. 

"  Oh,  don't !  Please  stop,"  she  gasped.  "  Don't  do 
any  more  !  " 

Without  the  least  expression  on  his  dark  face 
Ramazan  unfolded  his  arms  and  pushed  her  slightly 
on  one  side. 

"  Continue  !  "  he  snapped,  for,  on  the  sudden  arrival 
of  the  white  girl,  the  native  had  lowered  the  whip. 

Valerie  stared  at  him.  She  realised  then  how  hard 
and  determined  he  could  be.  The  knowledge  held  her 
for  a  moment  speechless. 
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The  lash  of  the  whip  struck  the  golden,  quivering 
flesh  again.  The  girl  screamed  and  sobbed. 

Valerie  flung  herself  on  the  Rajah  again. 

"  Oh,  stop,  stop  !  Let  her  go  !  Bid  them  leave 
off!" 

He  did  not  touch  her,  but,  standing  very  stiff,  let  her 
cling  to  him. 

The  whip  rose  and  fell  yet  again. 

"  Oh,  don't  don't !  Do  stop  it— do  stop  it- 
please !" 

Valerie  was  almost  sobbing  and  her  slender  fingers 
gripped  his  embroidered  robe. 

Then  the  Rajah  moved  and,  raising  his  hands, 
gripped  her  by  the  arms. 

"  Do  you  know  what  this  girl  was  planning  for  you  ?  " 
he  said.  '  Your  death,  most  likely.  She  was  sending 
you  into  the  forest.  She  did  not  know  that  I  would 
follow  you  and  she  thought  that  you  would  never  find 
the  Englishmen.  She  thought  she  was  sending  you, 
alone,  to  some  horrible  death  in  the  forest." 

"  Oh  !  "  Valerie's  blue  eyes  dilated  again.  She  was 
suddenly  very  still  in  his  hold.  She  turned  her  head 
and  looked  at  the  sobbing  girl,  Trada,  lovely  even  in  her 
humiliation.  So  that  was  why  he  was  so  merciless — 
because  she  had  been  near  danger ! 

He  straightened  himself  again.  The  native  swung 
up  the  whip. 

"  No,  no ! "  Valerie  looked  back,  her  fingers 
tightening  on  him  again.  "  No,  no  ;  please  let  her  go  ! 
Don't  do  any  more.  I — I  beg  it  of  you !  " 

Ramazan  looked  down  at  her  again.  His  fingers 
were  warm  and  strong  about  her  arms ;  hers  clasped 
on  his  breast.  His  face  had  softened.  He  looked  into 
her  eyes,  eyes  that  he  had  thought  would  never  be 
raised  beseechingly  to  his. 

"  You  beg  it  of  me  ?  "  he  asked. 

"  Yes,"  she  whispered.     "  I  beg  it  of  you." 

The  Rajah  turned  and  flung  up  his  hand. 
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"  Stop  |  " 

Immediately  the  native  with  the  whip  drew  back  ; 
the  others  moved  and  the  two  women  crept  forward. 

"  Release  her.  Take  her  to  the  left  tower  rooms  and 
see  that  she  does  not  leave  them.  Thou,  Habel  and 
Dace,"  to  the  women,  "  attend  her  and  guard  her." 

Valerie  slipped  from  his  hold  and  sped  softly  from 
the  hall. 


CHAPTER  XXVIII 

DUSK  enveloped  the  low-lying  palace.  Although 
the  day  had  been  overcast,  the  clouds  had 
all  cleared  with  the  coming  of  evening,  and 
the  twilight  was  shot  with  gold  and  crimson  tints 
from  the  sunset  which  had  been  a  glorious  one.  Con- 
sequently the  darkness  of  night  was,  for  once,  slow 
in  coming  to  drive  forth  the  glowing  colours  of 
day. 

Valerie  lay  on  a  couch  in  the  room  to  which  she 
had  returned,  watching  the  darkening  of  the  sky  and 
the  gathering  of  the  soft  dusk  about  the  garden.  The 
room  was  in  twilight  darkness,  a  light,  warm,  fragrant 
darkness  that  made  the  dusk  without  seem  lighter, 
for,  as  yet,  no  lamp  had  been  lit.  The  colours  of  rich 
carpet,  cushion,  and  drapery  were  deep  and  glowing  in 
the  shadow. 

The  room  with  its  terrace  overlooking  the  garden 
was  a  beautiful  one  with  its  cool  width  and  yet  warm, 
sensuous  furnishing.  A  thin,  white  curtain  had  been 
drawn  to  shut  off  the  terrace,  but  it  was  so  transculent 
that  the  terrace  and  garden  could  plainly  be  seen,  as 
through  a  filmy  veil. 

Masses  of  flowering  jasmine  clung  about  the  terrace, 
climbing  up  from  the  garden,  and  its  perfume  filled 
the  room. 

As  she  lay  Valerie  noted  all  the  beauty  of  the  room, 
the  terrace,  the  garden  beyond.  The  jasmine  flowers 
clung  thick  about  the  terrace  and,  beyond,  the  palm 
trees  looked  like  bunches  of  feathers  against  the  swiftly 
darkening,  yet  vivid  sky. 

The  room  was  still  in  twilight  darkness,  for  the 
two  women  who  had  been  with  her  had  withdrawn 
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out  of  sight  and  the  lamps  had  not  been  lit  when,  a 
little  while  later,  the  Rajah  came  to  her. 

The  instinct  to  move,  to  spring  up,  to  go  out  on 
to  the  terrace,  was  strong  in  her  on  the  instant,  and 
yet  she  made  no  movement ;  her  body  remained 
relaxed  on  the  soft  cushions  of  the  couch. 

He  sat  down  on  the  couch  beside  her  and  she  felt 
his  hands  upon  her  shoulders. 

"  What  must  I  do  to  you  ?  "  he  said  softly,  bending 
over  her.  "  Must  I  punish  you  for  what  you  have 
done,  for  making  me  suffer,  or  must  I  thank  you  for 
coming  to  me,  even  when  I  suffered,  for  succouring  me  ?  " 

He  felt  the  movement  of  her,  the  quiver  of  her  body 
beneath  his  hands. 

Valerie  was  very  conscious  of  the  heavy,  unquiet 
race  of  her  heart  which,  before,  had  beaten  so  evenly 
and  peacefully.  She  had  not  once  turned  to  look  at 
him,  but  his  presence  was  a  very  vivid  thing  beside 
her,  banishing  the  peace  from  the  dusk  about  them. 

"  I — I  wish  you  could  forget."  Her  swift,  whis- 
pered words  hardly  disturbed  the  quietness  about 
them.  "  I — I  wish  you  could  forget  the  forest  glade, 
and — and  all  that  happened  there." 

"  No,"  he  said,  low  and  deep.  "  No  ;  I  shall  never 
forget." 

Valerie  drew  her  breath  slightly  quicker.  His  hands 
moved  from  her  shoulders  and  down  her  arms  and  so, 
as  he  sat  on  the  couch  slightly  behind  her,  he  held  her 
back  against  him  and  his  lips  were  near  her  dark  hair 
as  he  spoke. 

"  I  shall  never  forget.  I  shall  never  forget  that 
you  came  to  me.  That,  in  our  first  dawn  together, 
my  head  was  on  your  shoulder ;  and  love — was  not 
love  triumphant  in  our  hearts  ?  " 

She  trembled  slightly.  The  desire  to  draw  back, 
to  struggle  from  him,  was  strong,  and  yet  the  physical 
effort  was  very  slight.  She  relaxed  against  him,  was 
held  close  in  his  arms,  and  closed  her  eyes. 
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From  the  terrace  came  the  sound  of  faint  music, 
one  of  the  women  playing,  and  to  Valerie  the  tune 
seemed  to  be  like  one  she  had  heard  in  a  dance  hall 
in  far-away  civilisation  : 

"  An  Indian  day, 
All  gold  and  blue, 
Heavy  roses, 
Wet  with  dew, 
Jasmine  scent, 
Filling  the  air. 
The  sigh  of  palms, 
Softly  astir, 
Lotus  flowers. 
All  wide  awake, 
Crystal  stream, 
And  mirror  lake, 
That  drug  the  senses, 
Enthrall  the  eye, 
Draw  from  quivering  lips 
A  sigh — 

But  the  most  exquisite  thing  of  all — 
Is  you,  beloved,  you  1  " 

She  stirred  on  the  soft  cushions.  Without  the 
palms  looked  darker  still  and  huge  moths  had  started 
to  fly  through  the  dusk. 

'  You  know  that  I  can  be  merciful."    His  fingers 
were  suddenly  warm   and  strong  about  her  arms. 
'  You  know  that  I  have  spared  you — in  more  things 
than  one." 

Valerie  was  very  still,  but  her  thoughts  were  busy. 
She  remembered  many  things  and  she  thought  of  that 
momentous  day.  Of  all  happenings  that  day  she 
remembered  most  that  last  in  the  hall.  That  scene 
where  Ramazan  had  stood  hard  and  aloft  even  while 
she  clung  to  him  seeing  the  whip  cut  across  the  bared 
back  of  the  lovely  Eastern  girl  was  too  vivid  to  be 
quickly  forgotten. 

Ramazan  remembered  also ;  remembered  how  he 
had  looked  into  deep,  wide  blue  eyes  raised  earnestly 
to  his.  She  had  said  no  harsh  words ;  she  had  not 
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denounced  his  Eastern  ways  or  him  for  mercilessness, 
and  she  could  have  done  so  then  more  than  any  other 
time,  and  so  there  was  a  soft,  caressing  note  in  his 
deep  voice. 

"  Oh,  I  know."  She  spoke  swiftly,  impulsively,  and 
moved  her  head  slightly  towards  him — to  find  it 
lying  on  his  shoulder ;  then  the  effort  to  remove  it 
was  very  slight  and  it  remained  there.  "  I  know," 
was  then  muffled  against  him. 

The  stillness  about  the  room,  about  the  palace, 
seemed  strangely  intense  in  that  twilight  hour ;  only 
the  palm  trees  whispered  and  sighed. 

"  If  thou  wouldst  but  yield,  my  beloved !  "  His 
arms  tightened  suddenly  about  her.  "  If  thou  wouldst 
but  yield — you  know,  I  would  be  your  slave  1  " 

But  Valerie  would  not  answer.  Even  lying  close 
in  his  arms,  in  the  midst  of  the  soft  cushions,  hearing 
the  quiver  of  passion  in  his  low  voice,  feeling  his 
lips  against  her  hair,  she  strove  to  think  of  her  life 
— her  life  in  civilisation,  which  seemed  so  very  far 
away  from  the  life  here.  But  it  was  hard ;  oh,  so 
hard.  The  spell  of  the  beauty  of  palace  and  garden 
held  her.  Here  the  spell  of  the  mystic  East  was  strong  ; 
love,  passion,  seemed  to  throb  in  the  hot,  perfumed 
air.  The  soft,  Eastern  dusk  enveloped  them.  The 
scent  of  the  jasmine  filled  the  room. 

"  If  you  would  but  let  yourself  yield  I "  he 
whispered,  bending  over  her. 

Valerie  was  mute.  It  would  be  so  easy,  so  very  easy 
to  yield  !  Her  heart  throbbed  painfully ;  the  effort 
which  she  had  to  make  to  resist,  to  keep  herself  from 
responding  to  him,  tortured  her.  Nature,  which  she 
had  for  so  long  disregarded,  now  strove  to  rule  her. 
She  wanted  to  yield  and  yet  could  not. 

"  Dear  heart,  this  is  the  East.  Do  you  not  feel 
Delight  ?  Do  you  not  know  wild,  sweet  Desire  ?  The 
Desire  of  life — and  love,  which  is  life  !  Beloved,  is  it 
not  sweet  here — is  it  not  sweet  ?  " 
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'  Yes."  Her  cheek  was  pressed  against  his  breast. 
'  Yes — it  is  sweet." 

He  pressed  his  lips  to  the  dark  hair  which  fell  in  a 
heavy  wave  over  her  forehead  and  closed  his  eyes,  held 
by  the  exquisite  joy  of  the  moment,  of  holding  her  soft, 
slender  body,  unresisting,  in  his  arms. 

"  O  woman  of  my  heart,  power  and  wealth  do  not 
count,"  went  on  his  low,  deep  voice.  "  Ambition  is 
but  an  empty  thing.  Will  you  not  realise  this,  Valerie  ? 
I  know  so  well ;  and  who  should  know  better  than  I  ? 
Wealth  and  power — they  cannot  give  you  happiness. 
Ambition — 'tis  a  thing  that  dies.  Will  you  not  under- 
stand, woman  of  my  delight  ?  Ambition  is  a  thing 
that  will  hurt  you,  that  will  crumble  away  to  nothing 
with  time.  Only  love  counts.  Only  deep  and  true  love 
reveals  the  sweetness  of  life  and  outlasts  even  time  ! 
Only  that  matters,  my  Valerie.  Will  you  not  realise 
this  ?  " 

But  Valerie  set  her  teeth  and  lay  with  tightly  closed 
eyes  ;  only  the  swift  rise  and  fall  of  her  breast  beneath 
the  thin,  white  blouse  betrayed  her  agitation. 

The  darkness  had  deepened  and  then  lightened  in 
the  garden,  but  in  the  room  it  was  still  soft  and  deep, 
a  fragrant,  tropical  twilight. 

Lying  in  his  arms  in  that  perfumed  dusk,  Valerie 
felt  civilisation's  power  slipping  from  her,  strive  as 
she  would  to  cling  to  it.  Only  the  present  seemed  to 
matter.  She  wished  with  all  her  heart  that  he  would 
leave  her,  that  he  would  not  hold  her  in  his  arms, 
that  he  would  not  speak  of  love  to  her.  At  that 
moment  the  last  thing  she  desired  in  all  the  world 
was  Ramazan's  love-making.  He  could  stir  her  as 
no  other  man  had  ever  done.  In  the  temple  garden 
she  had  felt  the  strange,  irresistible  power  of  his  love- 
making,  but  now  she  felt  quite  incapable  of  resisting. 
She  felt  utterly  powerless  to  combat  it,  there  in  the 
soft  dusk  in  the  warm,  scent-filled  palace  room  with 
the  sweet,  passionate — no,  hateful  music  seeming  to 
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grip  and  tear  her  very  heart,  as  did  his  intense,  caress- 
ing voice.  Lying  in  his  arms,  feeling  the  caress  of 
his  slender  fingers,  hearing  his  low  voice,  the  longing 
to  yield  caught  and  held  her  heart. 

He  drew  his  arms  from  about  her  at  last  and  let 
her  sink  back  into  the  cushions.  Rising  he  moved 
round  the  couch  towards  the  terrace,  his  slippered 
feet  making  little  sound  on  the  carpets  and  shining 
floor. 

Valerie  struggled  up,  opened  darkly  blue  eyes  to 
look  at  him  as  he  walked  round  before  the  couch. 
A  slim,  lithe  figure  he  moved  through  the  dusk.  She 
saw  that  he  was  attired  now  hi  a  plain,  white  open 
robe  which  showed  the  silk  of  his  shirt  beneath  ; 
that  a  plain  white  turban  cloth  was  about  his  head 
fixed  in  front  with  a  single  ruby ;  even  his  fingers 
were  bare  of  rings.  In  that  plain  white  dress  he 
looked,  somehow,  exceedingly  young.  Yet  he  was 
the  Rajah  of  Kashmine.  How  could  she  forget 
that? 

Reaching  the  white,  gauzy  curtains  before  the 
terrace  he  put  out  one  hand,  caught  one  and  drew 
it  slowly  back,  showing  the  terrace  and  garden  beyond 
in  the  silvered  dusk. 

"  See,  my  beloved,  how  fair  the  night  is  !  " 

Valerie  sat  up  on  the  cushions  and  as  she  looked 
the  breath  caught  in  her  throat.  The  moon  showed 
just  rising  above  the  tops  of  the  palms  and  it  looked 
like  a  huge  round  lamp  hung  in  the  soft  purple-blue 
sky.  A  few  branches  of  the  palms  across  a  part  of 
it,  looking  like  slender  fingers  clinging  to  the  bottom 
of  it,  intensified  this  illusion.  Stars  like  white  jewels 
flashed  in  other  parts  of  the  dark  sky.  The  dusk  in 
the  garden  seemed  silvered  where  the  rays  of  the 
moon  caught  it  and  the  jasmine  showed  virgin  white 
about  the  terrace.  The  palms  made  a  whispering 
sound ;  the  white  curtains  slightly  swayed,  and  a 
faint  air  from  the  garden,  warm  and  fragrant  with 
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many  scents  of  the  East,  came  in  like  a  quick 
breath. 

"  See,  how  sweet  the  night  is  !  " 

She  pressed  a  hand  against  her  bare  throat.  Yes, 
it  was  so  sweet,  so  sweet.  It  was  dangerously  sweet. 
She  tried  not  to  see,  but  the  beauty  of  it  held  her. 
She  longed  to  fly  from  it,  and  yet  the  thought  of 
flight  held  her  motionless  on  the  couch. 

He  dropped  the  curtain  and  came  back  to  her, 
but  as  he  sank  upon  the  cushions  sudden  strength 
came  to  her  to  spring  up.  Away  from  the  couch, 
across  the  floor  she  went.  Tearing  back  the  white 
curtains  she  faced  the  terrace,  but  the  air  she  breathed 
in  was  warm  and  fragrant,  not  the  chill  air  of  midnight. 

"  Beloved  .  .  .  my  Valerie,  has  your  heart  not  yet 
been  touched  ?  Has  your  cold  heart  not  yet  become 
the  warm,  passionate  heart  of  a  woman  ?  Have  you 
not  yet  felt  the  call  of  love  ?  Nor  learnt  yet  what 
is  the  chief  thing  of  life  ?  Is  it  still  ambition  with 
you  while  you  waste  your  beauty  and  your  youth  ? 
Dear  heart,  you  were  made  too  lovely  to  be  ambitious  ; 
you  were  made  too  beautiful  to  miss  love." 

Valerie  clung  to  the  gauzy  curtains ;  she  closed 
her  eyes  to  the  beauty  of  the  night  and  the  soft  dusk 
about  her. 

"  And  while  you  will  not  hear  the  call  of  love," 
he  whispered,  "  I  must  suffer  ;  since  you,  the  woman 
of  my  heart,  are  all  the  love  of  the  world  for  me." 

She  swayed  slightly,  one  hand  clinging  to  the 
curtains,  the  other  flung  out  towards  him. 

"  Ah,  no  !  "  she  cried.     "  No." 

Silence  held  for  a  moment,  still,  intense.  A  large 
dark  moth  fluttered  from  the  terrace  against  the 
white  curtains  and  then  was  gone  into  the  shadowy, 
scent-filled  garden. 

"  Dear  heart,  have  not  I,  or  has  not  the  East, 
taught  you  anything  yet  ?  "  he  said  softly.  "  Oh,  my 
dear,  you  have  been  some  time  in  the  warm,  colour- 
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ful  East,  yet  have  you  never  thought  of  the  one  thing 
that  matters — love  ?  The  one  thing  that  should  have 
been  calling  your  heart ;  the  one  thing  that  those 
sky-blue  eyes  of  yours  should  have  seen  where'er 
they  looked.  In  the  dusk  of  these  Indian  nights, 
when  the  sky  is  soft  and  glowing,  like  dark,  purple- 
tinted  velvet  spangled  with  a  thousand  jewels,  when 
the  moon  silvers  the  darkness,  and  the  air  is  like  a 
faint,  scented  breath — has  no  thought  of  love  come 
to  you  ?  And  you  have  lived  here,  at  Kashmine, 
many  hours  now  ;  do  you  not  yet  know ?  " 

With  a  wild,  passionate  gesture  Valerie  turned  then, 
facing  him  before  the  gauzy  curtains,  looking  at  him 
through  the  faint  dusk  where  he  half  sat,  half  reclined 
on  one  side  of  the  couch,  slim,  graceful. 

"  You  speak  of  love,"  she  cried,  and  the  wild  ring 
of  her  voice  was  not  caused  by  anger.  "  If  you  loved 
me — if  you  loved  me — you  would  not  keep  me  here, 
against  my  will !  " 

"  I  would,"  came  his  soft  voice  through  the  dusk. 
"  Tis  just  because  I  love  you  that  I  keep  you.  If 
I  did  not  love  you  I  could  have  left  you  with  those 
men  in  the  glade,  or  let  you  go  with  your  party. 
But — I  wanted  you." 

"  Oh,  let  me  go,"  she  cried.     "  Let  me  go." 

"  Would  you  be  happy — if  I  did  ?  " 

But  at  that  she  was  mute  and,  turning,  stared  out 
into  the  garden. 

"  Come  here,"  he  said. 

There  was  a  minute's  heavy,  still  silence  in  the 
warm,  beautiful  room.  The  murmur  of  music  was 
so  faint  now  it  was  scarcely  heard.  Then,  slowly, 
she  moved  back  across  the  rugs  and  smooth  floor ; 
slowly  up  to  the  couch. 

He  drew  her  down  into  his  arms.  Her  resistance 
was  slight,  only  the  quick  moving  up  of  her  hands, 
but  he  drew  them  tight  against  his  breast  beneath 
the  white  robe,  and  held  her  against  him. 
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"  Why  do  you  resist,"  he  whispered,  "  when  you 
are  longing  to  yield ;  when  your  heart  is  longing  to 
rest  upon  mine  ?  " 

With  a  faint  sigh  she  relaxed  in  his  arms  and  he 
felt  the  faint  quiver  of  her  slender  body  against  him. 
He  lowered  her  upon  the  rich  cushions  until  she  lay 
upon  the  couch.  His  arms  were  close  about  her ; 
his  lips  but  a  little  way  from  hers  as  he  bent  over 
her. 

"  I  love  you "  he  whispered,  "  I  love  you " 

Her  hand  moved  from  his  breast,  across  his  shoulder, 
about  huii ;  then  she  felt  his  lips  upon  hers. 

The  moon  was  now  high  above  the  palms,  a  silver 
ball  in  the  dark  sky,  throwing  rays  of  white  light 
into  the  room  through  the  thin  curtains.  The  jasmine 
stirred  in  the  cooler  air. 

Valerie  was  hardly  conscious  of  her  surrender ; 
she  only  knew  she  had  given  herself  up  to  the  sweet, 
delicious  moments  of  the  present.  In  the  strength 
of  his  arms,  the  warmth  of  his  lips,  the  pressure  of 
his  supple,  vital  body  against  her,  she  felt  his  passion, 
but  his  kiss  was  different  to  the  kiss  he  had  first  given 
her.  She  felt  the  deeper,  sweeter  emotion  than  passion 
which  held  him.  Love  dominated  him  and  she  felt 
herself  responding,  answering  to  his  longing  with  all 
her  heart. 

He  held  her  closer,  and  yet  closer  against  him,  his 
lips  pressed  on  hers.  She  felt  the  warmth  of  his 
body,  the  throb  of  his  heart  above  her  own,  and  her 
arms  were  close  about  him,  clinging  on  him.  Love 
ruled  then.  Nature  laughed  triumphant. 

From  the  main  hall  sounded  the  deep  note  of  a 
gong.  Coming  in  that  night  hour  when  all  the  place 
was  shrouded  in  quiet  and  stillness  it  seemed  to  sound 
with  startling  suddenness  and  to  drone  through  the 
palace. 

Again  came  the  deep  clang  of  the  gong  and  then 
only  did  Ramazan  move  and  rise  from  the  couch, 
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dragging  a  yellow  drapery  with  him  and  tumbling 
two  cushions  upon  the  floor.  A  while  he  stood,  very 
stiff,  his  hands  clenching  at  his  sides,  and  then  he 
bent  over  the  couch  again. 

"  Dear  heart,  I  must  go — I  must  leave  thee.  Forgive 
me !  Tis  some  messenger — or  something  of  impor- 
tance. But  I  will  return — I  will  come  back  to  thee. 
Beloved  of  my  heart !  " 

His  lips  were  pressed  to  the  dark  hair  on  her  fore- 
head, her  cheek,  her  throat,  and  then  he  drew  himself 
from  her  and  went  swiftly  across  the  floor  and  out 
of  the  room. 

Valerie  had  stumbled  to  her  feet,  she  hardly  knew 
whether  it  was  to  go  after  him  or  to  detain  him, 
but  the  click  of  the  narrow  doors  closing  shut  out  the 
sound  of  his  footsteps,  and  again  all  was  still  and 
quiet.  With  a  faint  gasp  she  threw  herself  down 
upon  the  couch  and  broke  into  choking,  passionate 
tears. 

Then  only  did  she  realise  the  truth.  Then  did  she 
know  the  reason  for  the  change  in  her,  and  under- 
stand her  actions  of  the  morning.  Then  did  she 
know  why  it  had  been  so  hard  to  resist. 

She  loved  him. 

Yes,  although  she  strove  not  to  understand,  to  push 
from  her  the  revelation,  the  fact  was  too  plainly, 
acutely  obvious.  She  could  not  misunderstand.  She 
knew  the  truth.  She  loved  him. 

She,  Valerie  Ransome,  beautiful,  popular,  loved  by 
many  men,  yet  caring  little  for  them  all,  loved  this 
young  Eastern  Prince  who  had  captured  her  and 
brought  her  to  his  palace,  who  had  forced  her  to 
acknowledge  him  her  master,  had  made  her  suffer, 
had  shown  her  life  in  a  way  she  had  never  known  it 
before.  She  loved  him,  Ramazan,  the  young  Rajah 
of  Kashmine. 

She  sobbed  upon  the  wide  couch,  a  slim,  white 
figure  in  the  glory  of  the  tumbled  cushions. 
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She,  who  had  laughed  at  and  disdained  love,  now 
loved  with  an  intensity  and  passion  that  matched 
her  spirited,  determined  nature.  She  who  had  scorned 
love  now  found  herself  love's  captive. 

Yes,  she  loved  him ! 


CHAPTER  XXIX 

VALERIE  RANSOME  reclined  on  a  cushioned 
couch  at  one  side  of  the  square  water  tank 
in  the  wide  hall  of  the  Rajah's  palace. 

The  hot,  close  air  of  noon  of  a  fine  Indian  day 
enveloped  Kashmine.  A  clear  sun  sent  a  blaze  of  gold 
down  upon  palace  and  garden,  house  and  road  and  trop- 
ical country  and  the  village  lay  in  slumberous  quietness. 

The  hall  was  bright  with  light  and  the  colours  of 
cushions  and  draperies,  carpets  and  rugs  were  glaringly 
brilliant  about  the  place,  but  the  blue  and  white  of 
the  walls,  the  blue  and  white  and  gold  of  the  shining 
floor  and  the  soft  hues  of  the  curtains  made  it  seem 
cool  and  beautiful. 

Valerie  lay  on  the  couch  feeding  the  white  cockatoo 
with  pieces  of  fruit.  The  big  bird  was  perched  on 
the  marble  run  of  the  tank.  As  she  fed  it  it  said 
"  Tuck  !  "  and  every  time  she  smoothed  its  feathers 
with  her  white  fingers  it  chuckled  with  delight.  She 
laughed  softly,  lightly. 

A  lovely  figure  the  white  girl  looked  upon  the 
gorgeous  Eastern  cushions.  She  was  swathed  in  red 
and  yellow  silk  edged  with  pearls  and  gold  beads, 
and  the  tightly  clinging  stuff  seemed  to  reveal  every 
lovely  curve  of  her  perfectly  matured  figure.  Pearls 
were  twined  amid  her  hair  and  their  white  sheen 
made  it  look  a  reddish  black.  Her  black-lashed  eyes 
were  bright  and  intensely  blue  and  her  red  lips  showed 
soft  curves. 

Two  native  women  sat  on  cushions  by  the  couch, 
one  putting  fringe  to  a  length  of  silk,  the  other 
languidly  waving  a  fan. 

The  fountain  played  on  unceasingly  and  the  splash 
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and  tinkle  of  its  falling  waters  made  faint  music  in 
the  hall.  In  place  of  the  heavy  perfume  of  incense 
was  the  fragrance  of  many  flowers. 

Three  red  roses,  flung  into  the  tank  by  the  women, 
floated  upon  the  crystal-like  water,  now  amid  the 
lilies,  now  against  the  marble  rim. 

Valerie  leant  from  the  couch,  across  the  marble,  and 
caught  one  as  it  floated  by.  A  large,  fragrant  blossom 
it  lay  in  her  hand,  with  crystal  drops  clinging  to  its 
brilliant  petals.  The  cockatoo,  disregarded,  protested 
by  dipping  its  head  in  the  tank  and  throwing  water 
over  the  couch,  until  the  girl  with  the  fan  put  it  back 
on  its  perch  shrieking. 

A  native  entered  the  hall  with  a  tray  of  sweetmeats 
and  Valerie  ate  the  sugared  confections  with  obvious 
enjoyment.  Then,  the  rose  in  her  hand,  she  lay  back 
upon  the  couch. 

The  languorous  quietness  of  a  hot  Eastern  day  held 
the  hall. 

"  My  lady,  you  think  ?  "  the  soft  voice  of  the  girl 
with  the  fan  came  through  the  stillness.  The  other 
woman  had  left  with  the  native.  "  Nay,  fear  not. 
He  will  come — he  will  come  soon.  My  lord,  he  went 
so  sadly  and  slowly,  but  he  will  return — he  will  return 
on  the  wings  of  Desire.  He  will  come — ah,  soon 
now." 

Valerie's  slender  figure  went  suddenly  rigid  on  the 
couch ;  her  eyes  opened,  wide  and  dark,  the  fault 
colour  left  her  cheeks.  That  soft  voice  brought  sudden 
remembrance  ;  remembrance  of  her  position,  of  the 
circumstances  of  her  presence  there  in  the  beautiful 
hall  of  an  Eastern  palace. 

She  had  forgotten.  Yes,  she  had  forgotten.  The 
Eastern  life  had  become  familiar,  sweet  to  her.  Exist- 
ence there  was  so  beautiful,  so  serene.  She  had  slipped 
into  the  life  there  and  had  forgotten. 

Six  days  ;  six  days  had  she  been  at  Kashmine.  It 
was  three  since  she  had  seen  Ramazan.  He  had  not 
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returned,  he  had  not  come  back  to  her ;  he  had  left 
the  palace  that  very  night,  that  unforgettable  night, 
and  had  not  yet  come  back. 

The  rose  fell  from  her  fingers  to  the  floor,  a  mass 
of  damp,  fragrant  petals.  Her  face  was  pale  and  very 
still. 

Six  days,  only  six  days,  and  yet  it  seemed  she  had 
been  half  a  lifetime  in  the  warm,  colourful  East.  Her 
life,  that  life  of  successful  society  gatherings,  dance 
saloons,  men  at  her  beck  and  call — civilisation — seemed 
but  a  shadowy  existence.  She  had  almost  forgotten  it. 

The  East  held  her.  She  knew  its  glamour,  its 
beauty,  its  surge  of  passion  beneath  calm,  serene 
indolence,  its  magic,  its  thousand  and  one  mysteries, 
its  delight  for  mind  and  eyes  and  sense.  Civilisation 
sent  no  call  to  her ;  the  picturesque,  indolent  life  of 
the  East  seemed  beautiful  to  the  noise  and  rush  of 
the  Western  world. 

She  had  slipped  so  easily  into  the  soft,  colourful 
life  and  for  a  short  while  had  forgotten  ;  forgotten 
the  reason  for  her  presence  there,  forgotten  the  way 
of  her  coming.  The  pain  in  her  heart,  the  longing 
of  her  love  had  been  soothed  by  the  serene,  beautiful 
existence  in  the  palace.  Not  that  she  had  forgotten 
him,  the  young  Prince,  whose  palace  she  was  in,  to 
whom  her  heart  was  given.  She  thought  of  him  and 
his  return,  but  each  time  checked  her  thoughts, 
striving  not  to  think  of  him,  or  his  coming. 

Six  days  and  she  was  now  lying  on  an  Eastern 
couch,  attired  in  Indian  silks,  eating  sugared  con- 
fections, laughing,  feeling  the  joy  of  life 

Why? 

She  could  not  analyse  the  change  in  her.  She  felt 
so  different.  The  Valerie  of  the  old  life  and  the 
Valerie  of  the  new  were  two  different  persons. 

"  Mem-sahib  !  " 

She  was  not  for  a  moment  conscious  that  someone 
had  spoken,  but  it  was  the  repeated  words  and  the 
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shrieking  of  the  cockatoo  that  made  her  realise  that 
she  had  been  addressed. 

"  Mem-sahib  !  " 

She  drew  herself  slowly  up  on  the  couch  and  cast  a 
slow-moving  glance  about  the  hall,  seeing  that  it  was 
empty  except  for  a  native  in  a  voluminous  robe  who 
was  putting  rugs  together  a  little  further  down  the  hall. 

As  she  looked,  meeting  his  wary,  fleeting  glance,  he 
made  her  a  swift  gesture  of  silence,  and  moved  slightly 
nearer. 

"  Hist !    You — wish  escape  ?  " 

Valerie  struggled  up  from  the  cushions  and  sat  on 
the  side  of  the  couch.  Her  suddenly  widened  glance 
flashed  over  him.  He  was  a  bigger,  darker  native  than 
Dorwami,  with  a  heavy,  bearded  face,  small  keen  eyes 
and  thick  lips  which  had  the  suspicion  of  a  leer.  A 
dirty  robe  of  blue  and  white  was  draped  in  many 
folds  about  him,  the  hood  almost  concealing  his  face. 

"  Who  are  you  ?  "  she  cried,  yet  instinctively  keep- 
ing her  voice  lowered,  and  whispering  a  word  of 
command  to  the  shrieking  cockatoo. 

"  Hist !  "  His  thick  finger  was  up  to  his  lips  again, 
his  shifty  glance  travelling  about  the  lovely  hall. 
"  Me,  I  serve  white  sahib.  He  me  sent  get  you  from 
Prince.  I  get  you — escape." 

Valerie  put  her  hand  to  her  heart.  Her  face  was 
suddenly  very  pale.  The  scent  of  many  flowers 
seemed  to  make  her  feel  faint. 

So — someone  had  sent.  Was  it  her  party — Munro, 
the  Captain,  and  Lewis,  or  was  it  some  other  official, 
some  other  Englishman  ?  It  was  the  call  from  the 
other  world,  her  world,  the  world  she  did  not  wish 
to  go  back  to,  and  she  had  not  expected  it  at  that 
moment. 

"  Escape  !  "  she  whispered. 

"  Aye.    Come.     I  get  you — out  now." 

But  Valerie  did  not  move ;  she  sat  motionless  on 
the  couch,  her  hands  clasped  before  her,  a  little  pulse 
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throbbing  in  her  throat.  Yes,  it  was  the  call  from  her 
own  life,  but  how  could  she  regard  it  ?  Could  she  go 
back  ?  It  seemed  she  had  not  lived  before  she  entered 
Kashmine.  Her  life  before  seemed  now  selfish  and 
purposeless.  How  could  she  go  back  to  it  ? — how 
could  she  go  back  to  it  ? 

She  clenched  her  hands  involuntarily  and  for  a 
moment  closed  her  eyes. 

Yet 

Was  it  not  the  only  thing  for  her  to  do  ? 

But  how  could  she  go — how  could  she  go  and  give 
up  this  life  which  had,  somehow,  become  dear  to  her  ? 
How  could  she  leave  Kashmine  ?  How  could  she 
leave  the  lovely  palace,  and  the  sweet,  beautiful  life 
there,  and  go  back  to  her  own  world,  her  own  life  ? 

She  crushed  one  hand  against  her  lips. 

Unconsciously  her  glance  travelled  about  the  hall, 
noting  all  the  beauty  of  it,  the  shining  floor,  the 
patterned  walls,  the  playing  fountain  and  crystal-clear 
water  of  the  tank  reflecting  the  marble  rim,  the  divan 
with  its  glory  of  cushions  and  draperies  and  the  couches 
about  by  the  walls,  the  flower-filled  garden  at  the 
back,  the  courtyard  filled  with  golden  sunlight  in 
front How  could  she  leave  it — now  ? 

The  native  became  impatient,  uneasy,  and  his 
feelings  showed  in  the  urgent,  hasty  tones  of  his 
voice. 

"  Come.  Time  speeds.  Merciful  Allah,  he  hath 
given  to  us  this  so  great  opportunity.  We — take  it. 
Come.  You — no  wish  escape  ?  " 

No,  she  did  not  wish  to  go.  Valerie  realised  that. 
She  did  not  want  to  escape  from  that  palace  ;  she  did 
not  want  to  leave  Kashmine.  The  thought  of  going 
hurt  her  like  an  acute  physical  pain. 

Yet — only  five  days  ago  her  one  desire  had  been  to 
escape.  To  get  safely  away  from  that  palace  she 
would  have  given  half  the  wealth  she  possessed, 
Now 
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But  was  it  not  better  that  she  went — was  it  not 
better  that  she  went  ? 

Yet,  how  could  she  go ! — how  could  she  leave  this 
palace,  his  palace 

Reuel ! — Reuel !  It  was  only  in  her  heart  she  cried 
and  yet  it  seemed  she  had  uttered  his  name  aloud. 

The  longing  for  what  she  had  missed  in  life,  the  pain 
of  an  unfulfilled  desire,  the  longing  of  love,  surged  up 
in  her  and  for  a  moment  she  suffered  intensely. 

It  was  surely  best  that  she  went  now,  at  once,  ere 
he  returned.  How  could  she  think  of  staying  there, 
in  the  palace  of  a  young  Eastern  Prince  who  said  he 
loved  her,  and  whom  she  loved — whom  she  loved  too  ! 
Yes,  it  was  best  she  went ;  best  for  her,  if  not  for  him. 
She  had  to  fear  herself  now  more  than  him.  If  he 
returned  and  claimed  her  she  knew  she  would  yield  to 
him,  even  as  she  had  that  last  night  he  had  been  with 
her.  Loving  him  she  could  not  help  it.  If  he  claimed 
her  in  the  name  of  Love,  she  could  not  refuse  him. 
And  it  would  be  so  exquisitely  sweet  to  have  their 
life  of  love  amid  the  beauty  of  Kashmine.  But  it 
could  not  be — it  could  not  be.  Conventions  of  the 
civilised  world  still  clung  to  her  to  the  extent  that  she 
knew  it  could  not  be.  So  she  must  go ;  she  must 
go  ere  he  returned. 

"  Escape  ?  How  can  you  manage  it  ?  "  She  turned 
swiftly  towards  the  big  native,  who  stood  pulling  up 
a  red  and  yellow  rug  before  her.  "  How  can  you 
get  me  out  of  here,  out  of  the  palace  ?  Have  you  a 
plan  ?  " 

"Aye.  We  plan  have.  We  plans  made  ere  I 
came  Kashmine." 

"  What  is  it  ?  There's  the  Prince's  men  all  about 
the  palace." 

The  leer  on  the  native's  face  was  obvious  now,  and 
Valerie  almost  drew  back  with  a  gesture  of  repulsion. 
She  could  have  wished  that  the  man  who  had  been 
sent  to  help  her  was  other  than  this  big,  grinning 
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native  ;  but  then — few  natives  would  have  cared  to 
force  their  way  into  the  palace  of  the  young  Rajah 
of  Kashmine.  The  man  pointed  to  the  rich  rugs  he 
had  drawn  up  to  her  feet. 

"  What  is  it  ?  I  don't  understand.  What  plan 
have  you  ?  Quick !  "  A  sudden  terror  seized  her 
lest  they  should  be  discovered,  her  escape  frustrated. 
"  The  Prince  may  return  any  moment  1  " 

"  Harken,"  the  native's  voice  came  hissingly  in 
answer.  "  In  courtyard  they  carts  and  camel  load 
with  silks,  carpets  for  travel  to  Bijpur.  Me,  I  come 
as  servant  of  merchant  master,  fetch  things.  You  in 
these  rugs  lie.  Me,  I  take  you  as  rugs,  fix  on  camel. 
We  for  Bijpur  start.  Get  out  of  Kashmine,  then — 
to  Allah  leave  what  next." 

Valerie  sprang  up  from  the  couch,  her  red  and 
yellow  silks  moving  softly  as  she  rose.  She  cast  a 
glance  about  the  hall  and  looked  to  the  sunlit  court- 
yard. She  could  hear  a  murmur  of  voices  by  the 
gate.  Was  it  possible  that  the  plan  could  succeed  ? 
Was  it  possible  that  she  could  escape  from  the  palace 
that  way  ? 

"  Hasten "  The  native  was  casting  swift  glances 

about  the  hall. 

"  Wait." 

Swiftly,  with  a  soft  rustle  of  moving  silks,  Valerie 
ran  up  the  hall  and  vanished  between  the  curtains 
of  an  entrance  ere  the  native  could  stop  her.  In  less 
than  five  minutes  she  was  back  again,  attired  in  her 
soiled  white  riding  suit,  twisting  up  her  dark  hair 
from  which  she  had  pulled  the  pearls. 

"  Hasten,  hasten  !  It  too  late  will  be  if  someone 

come "  The  native  was  shaking  the  spread-out 

rugs. 

But  Valerie  stood  motionless,  her  hands  tightly 
clenching.  Again  her  glance  travelled  about  the  wide, 
beautiful  hall.  The  lovely  place  seemed  to  draw  her 
attention  against  her  will.  Was  it  for  the  last  time 
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she  was  seeing  it  ?  Her  breath  caught  in  her  throat. 
She  looked  about  her  as  though  to  impress  everything 
upon  her  memory  and  hold  a  vivid  picture  of  it  for 
ever.  Perhaps  never  again  would  she  see  that  Eastern 
palace. 

The  fountain  seemed  to  play  silvery  music.  The 
warm  air  came  about  her ;  the  perfume  of  flowers 
and  strange  Eastern  scents  enveloped  her 

"  Hasten  !  "  the  native  hissed.     "  On  rugs  down  !  " 

The  sound  of  voices,  speaking  in  a  native  tongue, 
came  from  the  steps  before  the  palace  even  as  he  spoke. 

Valerie  caught  her  breath  almost  with  a  sob  ;  then 
dropped  to  her  knees  on  the  rugs  he  had  drawn  up. 
Almost  before  she  had  stretched  herself  upon  them  he 
had  wrapped  one  end  of  them  about  her  and  rolled 
her  twice  over  in  them.  For  a  moment  she  felt 
almost  suffocated  and  then  everything  became  vague 
and  dark  and  stifling  to  her. 

Enveloped  in  the  rugs  the  native  picked  her  up  and 
swung  her  across  his  shoulder.  The  position  was 
painful,  to  say  the  least  of  it,  but,  setting  her  teeth,  she 
held  her  body  as  rigid  as  she  possibly  could.  Down 
the  hall,  up  the  steps,  across  the  pavilion,  and  down 
the  steps  out  of  the  palace  the  native  went.  In  the 
courtyard  voices  seemed  all  about  them.  She  heard 
the  native  who  carried  her  answer  and  wondered  if, 
indeed,  the  scheme  would  succeed ;  then  he  was 
walking  on  again. 

The  native  stopped,  she  was  swung  down  to  a 
more  upright  position  against  something  that  was 
soft  and  moved.  Cords  were  tightened  about  her 
body  over  the  rugs,  holding  her  still  rigid,  and  a 
deadened  clamour  seemed  to  surge  about  her. 

By  the  noise,  the  animal's  protestive  grunts,  Valerie 
knew  that  she  was  bound  upon  a  camel,  even  before 
it  slowly  lurched  to  its  feet.  Beside  her,  above  the 
other  native  voices,  she  heard  the  man  who  had  carried 
her  speaking. 
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Could  their  stratagem  possibly  succeed?  she  won- 
dered. Surely  there  could  be  no  chance  of  a  second 
escape  from  that  palace.  The  clamour  of  the  natives 
about  her  revealed  her  hazardous  position,  yet  the 
thick  folds  of  the  rugs,  for  all  their  suffocating  close- 
ness, gave  her  a  strange  feeling  of  security. 

Yes,  they  had  succeeded — so  far !  The  camel  was 
walking  with  its  slow,  ungainly  stride.  She  heard  the 
closing  of  gates,  the  rumble  of  a  wagon,  and  the 
jingling  of  bridles  and  snorts  of  horses. 

She  wondered — if  an  escort  from  the  palace  accom- 
panied them,  how  could  she  escape  ? 

Still  on  went  the  camel,  and  native  voices  continued 
to  clatter  about  her.  Then,  as  the  direction  of  the 
camel  was  slightly  altered,  they  died  away  beneath 
the  rumble  of  wagons  and  noise  of  horses.  She  seemed 
to  know  they  had  left  the  village.  They  were  free  of 
Kashmine ! 

A  camel,  with  its  ungainly  walk,  is  never  a  com- 
fortable animal  to  ride,  and  to  Valerie,  strapped  to 
its  side  in  thick  rugs,  it  was  most  painful  travelling. 
Its  swaying  jerk  caused  the  cords  which  held  her  to 
tighten  cruelly  about  her  slender  body,  while  the 
stiffling  rugs  were  unbearably  hot.  Faintly  she  heard 
a  tinkle  of  camel  bells,  a  murmur  of  native  voices, 
and  the  noise  of  horses. 

Valerie  could  not  have  said  how  long  the  ride  lasted 
or  how  far  they  had  travelled  when  the  sudden, 
alarming  clamour  broke  out  about  her.  The  camel 
stopped  with  a  sudden,  agonising  jerk  and  seemed  to 
swerve  backwards.  Hoarse,  terrifying  yells  came  from 
the  natives,  and  then  came  the  sharp  crack  of  rifles, 
followed  by  the  scream  of  horses  and  broken  cries. 

For  just  a  moment  terror  gripped  Valerie.  Enveloped 
in  the  thick  rugs,  bound  to  the  side  of  the  camel,  she 
did  not  know  what  had  happened  nor  what  was  going 
on  about  her.  Her  inability  to  see  seemed  to  increase 
her  fears  and  magnify  the  danger. 


RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH  251 

Clamouring  voices  rang  about  her  again  and  there 
was  another  discharge  of  rifle-shots.  Then,  above 
the  noise,  came  the  pounding  thud  of  galloping  hoofs, 
the  jangle  of  many  bridles. 

Rifles  cracked  again,  answered  by  shrill  cries  and 
scream  of  horses.  A  heavy  weight  came  against  the 
camel  on  which  Valerie  was  bound  and  seemed  to 
fall  while  the  camel  lurched  down  to  its  knees.  The 
clamour  became  deafening  to  her,  despite  the  folds  of 
the  rugs.  The  shouts  and  crack  of  rifles  were  con- 
tinuous and  then  all  was  drowned  by  the  thunder  of 
horsemen  who  seemed  to  be  spurring  all  around  the 
camel. 

A  final  crack  of  shots,  a  few  more  shrill,  agonising 
cries  and  groans,  and  then  the  clamour  died  down,  to 
leave  but  the  sound  of  harsh  native  voices,  a  snorting 
and  stamping  of  horses  and  the  rattle  of  harness. 

Fearing  she  knew  not  what,  a  thrill  that  was  half  a 
shiver  shook  Valerie's  slim  figure  as  she  felt  hands  upon 
the  rug,  the  cords  which  held  her  being  swiftly  slashed 
through.  Lowered  to  the  ground  the  rugs  were 
quickly  rolled  from  about  her  and  the  vivid  light  of 
bright  day  at  last  fell  upon  her.  Half  blinded  by  the 
glare  of  sun  and  azure  sky,  she  could  see  nothing  very 
clearly  for  a  moment  and  pressed  her  hands  to  her 
eyes  as  someone  lifted  her  to  her  feet. 

It  was  half  in  horror  that  Valerie  drew  back  when 
she  at  last  looked  about  her.  On  one  side  of  her  was 
a  party  of  horsemen,  the  most  repulsive  and  dirtily 
attired  set  of  natives  that  she  had  ever  seen  in  that 
country,  but  it  was  on  the  prone,  huddled  figures  of 
nearly  a  dozen  neatly  attired  natives,  natives  from 
Kashmine,  lying  near  two  laden  wagons  that  her 
dilated  gaze  rested.  They,  with  five  fallen  horses, 
seemed  all  dead.  Even  as  she  looked  about  a  dozen 
of  the  attackers  were  taking  their  weapons  and  robes 
and  pulling  over  the  contents  of  the  wagons. 

Heavens  !   into  whose  hands  had  she  fallen  ? 
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"  The  white  sahib  !  "  whispered  the  native  who  had 
assisted  her  to  escape  from  Kashmine. 

She  swung  her  glance  round.  The  big,  robed  leader 
of  the  horsemen  had  got  down  from  his  saddle  and 
was  moving  over  the  ground  towards  her,  a  smile 
upon  his  full  lips,  a  glare  of  passion  in  his  steely  grey 
eyes. 

Valerie  put  her  hand  to  her  throat,  drawing  a 
gasping  breath  ;  if  the  native  had  not  held  her,  she 
felt  she  would  have  fallen. 

The  man  was  Captain  Garley ! 


CHAPTER  XXX 

WITH  heavy  eyes  of  darkest  blue  Valerie 
Ransome  looked  about  the  long,  low 
room  in  which  she  found  herself.  It 
was  sunset  and  a  faint  red  glow  came  in  through  three 
small,  barred  windows  at  one  end.  The  walls  were 
of  stone,  whitewashed  in  some  places,  but  exceedingly 
bare,  a  few  thin  rugs  were  stretched  across  the  floor, 
and  two  or  three  small  tables,  as  many  stools,  and 
two  chests  stood  about.  At  the  end  opposite  the 
windows  stood  a  pile  of  boxes,  some  rolls  of  carpet 
and  lengths  of  silk  tumbled  together  in  a  disorderly 
heap.  Against  one  wall,  facing  the  arched  entrance 
which  was  hung  with  red  curtains,  was  a  couch 
strewn  with  gaudy,  dirty  cushions  and  strips  of  rich 
silk  and  brocade.  Pieces  of  muslin  had  been  fixed 
up  across  the  barred  windows,  but  these  did  not 
prevent  tormenting  insects  coming  in  and  flying 
through  the  hot,  stagnant  air. 

She  felt  weary,  utterly  weary  in  mind  and  body. 
Her  weariness  made  the  horror  that  she  had  felt 
on  finding  herself  in  the  midst  of  a  band  of  murderous 
natives  and  in  the  power  of  Captain  Garley  less  great 
and  intense.  They  had  been  travelling  since  noon 
with  only  one  halt  to  rest  the  horses.  She  knew  she 
was  Garley's  captive.  He  had  carried  her  on  his 
horse  with  a  tight  hold  that  was  different — ah,  so 
different  to  the  way  the  young  Rajah  had  carried 
her  on  his  big,  white  animal,  and  he  had  never  let 
her  out  of  his  sight.  The  ride  into  a  dirty,  evil- 
smelling,  almost  deserted  village  which  lay  between 
small  hills  and  forest  and  his  carrying  of  her  into 
the  rough  stone  house  seemed  more  like  the  vague 
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impressions  of  an  ugly  dream,  yet  she  knew  it  was 
real,  horribly  real. 

She  scarcely  raised  her  head  as  Captain  Garley, 
still  enveloped  in  his  native  robe,  came  forward  from 
the  red  curtains,  beyond  which  she  could  hear  the 
clamour  of  the  natives. 

"  Val — my  dear  !  What  have  you  to  say  to  me  ? 
Haven't  you  any  thanks  for  me  for  rescuing  you  ?  " 

His  hands  were  held  out  to  her,  but  she  moved 
back,  half  turning  from  him,  and  immediately  his 
expression  changed ;  his  glinting,  steel-grey  eyes 
flashed  up  and  down  her,  as  though  gloating  over 
her  shrinking,  white-clad  figure,  but  he  moved  no 
nearer. 

"  Gad,  Val,  don't  you  think  I  did  very  well  to-day  ?  " 
He  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed.  "  Don't  you 
think  I  planned  very  well  and  got  you  pretty  neatly 
out  of  that  native's  power,  eh  ?  " 

"  It  was  vile  !  "  She  turned  upon  him  then,  hands 
clenching,  her  slender  body  stiff.  "  That  attack  upon 
the  natives  from  Kashmine — it  was  vile.  And  you — 
you  allowed  it !  You,  Captain  Garley,  led  on  that 
filthy  band  of  murderous,  plundering  natives  !  " 

"What  if  I  did?  Gad,  I  should  have  thought 
you'd  have  been  pretty  glad  that  I  got  you  out  of 
that  native's  power  without  caring  how  I  did  it." 

Valerie  stared  up  with  darkly  blue  eyes  that  were 
almost  expressionless.  Beside  the  heavy  form  of  this 
leering  man  with  his  sensuous  lips  and  glinting  grey 
eyes  she  pictured  the  slim,  supple,  striking  grace  of 
Reuel  de  Ramazan.  In  all  his  mockery  and  insolence 
the  young  Prince  seemed  divine  to  this  man. 

"  My  dear,  you  should  be  pretty  glad  I  got  you 
out  of  that  palace."  Garley  flung  off  the  native 
robe  which  covered  his  riding  suit.  "  Come,  Val, 
you  haven't  given  me  any  thanks  for  getting  you 
from  that  d d  native  yet." 

He  took  a  step  forward  and  endeavoured  to  take 
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her  hand,  but  Valerie  snatched  it  back  and  faced 
him  with  flashing  eyes. 

"  Do  you  think "  she  cried.     "  Do  you  think 

I  would  have  left  Kashmine,  the  palace,  if  I'd  known 
it  was  to  you  and  those  natives  I  was  coming  ?  " 

"  Should  think  so,"  he  cried  quickly.  "  You  must 
have  been  pretty  glad  to  get  away  from  that  Indian." 

Valerie  caught  her  breath  and  for  a  moment  closed 
her  eyes.  The  stench  of  the  dirty  village  came  into 
the  room  hi  the  stillness  of  the  sunset  hour.  The 
natives  were  making  a  terrifying  clamour  beyond 
the  red  curtains. 

"  If  I'd  known,"  she  gasped,  "  it  was  to  you  I 
was  coming,  I'd  never  have  left  Ramazan's  palace  1  " 

"  Gad! "  he  cried.  "D'you  mean  you'd  have  stayed 
with  him  ?  " 

"  Yes,  I  would  have  stayed  with  him.  The  Rajah 
of  Kashmine  is  a  gentleman,  a  man  of  honour." 
Valerie's  slender  figure  came  to  its  full  height ;  her 
head  jerked  back.  "  Something  you  would  not 
understand,  Captain  Garley.  I  would  have  stayed 
in  his  palace  sooner  than  have  made  a  journey  through 
this  country  with  you  !  " 

"  Lord,  Val,  if  you  haven't  changed ! "  Garley 
flung  her  a  mocking  look.  "  You,  the  cold,  the  beauti- 
ful, the  conventional  Val  Ransome  speaking  like  this  1 
Preferring  to  stay  in  a  native's  palace  to  accepting 
the  company  of  one  of  your  own  countrymen." 

"When  the  countryman  is  such  as  you  have  become, 
Captain  Garley,  I  am  pleased  to  accept  the  protection 
of  the  Rajah  !  "  she  flung  at  him. 

"  After  the  way  he's  treated  you  too  1  "  Garley 
jeered.  "  After  he  abducted  you,  kept  you  in  his 
palace,  made  you  one  of  his  harem  women  !  " 

Valerie  turned  from  him  and  stumbled  to  the 
couch.  She  felt  suddenly  incapable  of  standing  and 
sank  down  on  the  gaudy  cushions. 

She  realised  her  folly.     She  should  never  have  left 
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the  palace,  weaponless  and  alone,  not  knowing  to 
whom  the  native  was  taking  her.  From  one  peril 
she  had  come  into  another  which,  by  comparison, 
made  the  first  no  peril  at  all.  And  willingly  she  had 
come !  willingly  she  had  given  herself  into  the  power 
of  Garley  and  a  vile  band  of  natives.  Oh,  she  had 
been  mad — mad  to  leave  Kashmine  !  Why  had  she 
left  the  security  of  the  Rajah's  palace  for  the  peril 
of  the  country  !  Better,  a  thousand  times,  Ramazan 
than  this  man. 

"  God,  Val,  you're  beautiful !  "  The  man  stared 
down  at  her  and  from  the  glare  of  passion  in  his  eyes 
she  looked  away.  '  You're  more  beautiful  since 
you've  been  out  here.  It's  changed  you  as  I  thought 
it  would.  I  said  this  country 'd  change  you.  I  guess 
you  found  out  your  assurance  and  coolness  wouldn't 
serve  you  here,  eh  ?  Well,  you're  more  desirable 
now  than  you  ever  were  before." 

"  Captain  Garley  " — she  jerked  up  her  head  to 
look  at  him — "  what  do  you  intend  doing  ?  Do  you 
think  you  can  keep  me  here,  or  take  me  with  you 
where  you're  going  ?  You'd  better  let  me  go  to  the 
nearest  British  officials." 

"  Gad,  d'you  think  I'm  such  a  fool  ?  "  He  bent 
his  dark,  heavily-featured  face  towards  her.  "  No  ; 
I've  got  you  now  and  I  don't  let  you  go.  D'you 
think  I  got  you  out  of  Ramazan 's  power  to  let  you 
go  now  ?  Not  I !  I  planned  to  have  you,  Val,  as 
I  told  you  in  Poona,  and  I've  got  you  now." 

For  a  moment  Valerie  closed  her  eyes.  She  knew 
then  the  horrible  position  she  was  in  and  felt  cold 
in  the  hot  air  of  the  close  room.  The  thought  that 
she  had  come  of  her  own  free  will  into  this  peril 
tormented  her.  The  security  of  the  beautiful,  incense- 
filled  palace  that  she  had  left  seemed  exquisitely 
sweet  to  this  stone  house  in  an  evil-smelling  village 
now  filled  with  clamouring,  marauding  natives.  She 
thought  of  Ramazan  and  wondered  if  he  would  ever 
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know  where  she  had  gone  ;  if  he  would  ever  know 
into  what  peril  she  had  come  after  leaving  his  palace. 

"  Didn't  I  tell  you  in  Poona  that  I'd  have  you ; 
that  I'd  crush  that  cursed  cold,  haughty  spirit  of  yours  ? " 
Garley  was  bending  down  to  her.  "  Did  you  think 
I'd  forgotten,  or  given  you  up  ?  No  ;  I  planned  to 
get  you  as  soon  as  you  came  into  the  country.  I 
had  you  followed  soon  after  you  left  Poona.  But 
so  did  that  devil,  Ramazan.  And  at  the  very  moment 
that  I  was  about  to  attack  you  in  the  Altar  valley, 
he  swept  down  upon  you  with  his  men  and  got  you." 

She  stared  up  at  him  with  blackly  blue  eyes  for  a 
moment.  So  that  other  party  of  horsemen  they 
had  seen  was  this  man,  Garley,  and  his  band  of 
marauding  natives !  What  chance  had  they  had 
between  those  two  bands  of  horsemen  ?  That  time 
the  Rajah  had  saved  her. 

"  But  I  planned  to  get  you,  even  from  him.  Curse 
him,  I'll  pay  him  out  one  of  these  days  !  But  I  guess 
he'll  be  pretty  sick  when  he  finds  you've  gone  ;  when 
he  finds  he's  lost  you.  Gad,  but  you're  too  beautiful 
for  a  d d  native  !  " 

He  stepped  up  to  the  couch  and  Valerie  drew  her- 
self up  rigidly.  The  natives  still  clamoured  without. 

"  You  had  better  let  me  go."  Her  words  were 
almost  hissed.  "  Do  you  think  you  can  keep  me 
with  you  a  captive  ?  " 

"  Do  you  think  I'm  going  to  let  you  go  now  ?  " 
His  hot  breath  came  against  her  cheek,  shrink  back 
as  she  would.  "  No,  I've  got  you  now,  Val.  You'll 
come  with  me.  You'll  never  go  back  again  to  your 
old  life.  You'll  come  with  me  into  the  country,  where 
you'll  never  be  found  ;  you'll  be  lost  to  the  world." 

Valerie's  eyes  slightly  dilated.  Horror  again  gripped 
her.  She  knew  only  too  well  into  what  thieves' 
den  she  had  been  brought.  Her  peril,  her  utterly 
helpless  position  blanched  her  cheeks.  What  could 
she  do  to  save  herself?  What  help  was  there  for 
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her  ?  No  one  knew  of  her  position,  helpless  in  the 
power  of  an  outlaw  and  his  native  thieves.  Her 
brother,  the  English — they  would  never  find  her. 
She  would,  indeed,  be  lost  to  the  world.  To  some 
unknown  part  of  India  she  would  be  taken,  and 
lost — lost  indeed 

The  horror  of  her  position  held  her  mute  and 
shivering  on  the  couch. 

There  was  only  the  Rajah — the  young  Rajah  of 
Kashmine — but  would  he  care,  would  he  trouble 
about  her  ?  Would  he  not  let  her  go,  and  forget 
her,  perhaps ? 

She  was  hardly  conscious  of  Garley  sitting  on  the 
couch  and  his  arm  coming  about  her,  but  when  he 
would  have  drawn  her  to  him  she  started  up,  tearing 
herself  from  him,  and  stumbled  to  one  end  of  the 
couch.  The  instinct  of  gaining  time  made  her  turn 
upon  him. 

"  No,  you  can't  let  me  go  because  you  know  I 
could  tell  too  much  about  you,"  she  cried.  '  You 
know  I  could  give  an  account  of  what  happened 
to-day  and  let  the  authorities  know  that  you — you 
are  a  thief,  leading  a  band  of  murderous  natives  about 
the  country !  " 

Garley  sat  back  on  the  couch  and  laughed. 

"  So  you've  fallen  to  that,  eh  ?  Gad,  it's  a  rare 
joke  !  Say,  have  you  found  out  those  lawless  Princes 
the  authorities  were  so  keen  on  ?  Have  you  accused 
them  of  their  robbing  and  murdering  about  the 
country  ?  Gad,  I'd  have  liked  to  see  their  faces 
when  you  did !  "  Again  he  shook  with  laughter. 
"  It  was  most  convenient  for  us  that  you  were  so  keen 
on  giving  the  poor  devils  the  credit  for  what  we  did. 
While  you  all  chased  after  them  I  could  carry  on 
pretty  well,  with  no  suspicion  coming  my  way  !  " 

"  Oh !  "  Valerie  blazed  at  him  a  moment  and 
then  sank  weakly  back  upon  the  couch,  all  strength 
seeming  to  leave  her.  During  the  last  few  hours 
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she  had  suffered  so  much  that  she  did  not  think  it 
possible  that  she  could  suffer  more,  yet  the  agony  of 
her  thoughts  was  so  great  that  she  felt  weak  to  fainting. 
How  utterly  blind  they  had  been  !  While  they 
had  accused  the  Indians,  the  real  outlaw  had  been 
beside  them,  laughing  at  them  !  If  they  had  accused 

those  Princes !    Ah,  they  had  to  thank  the  young 

Rajah  for  stopping  them.  They  had  much  to  thank 
him  for.  Now  she  could  understand  him  stopping 
them.  And  she  had  accused  him  !  That  was  the 
thought  that  hurt  her  most.  Ah,  God,  how  could 
she  have  done  it !  How  could  she  have  stood  before 
him  and  accused  him  of  what  she  had  accused  him  ! 
What  must  he  have  thought  of  her  ?  What  must  he 
have  thought  of  her,  of  them,  accusing  Princes  of 
India  of  such  unspeakable  things,  when  all  the  time 
the  man  responsible  was  one  of  themselves,  a  Captain 
of  British  troops  ! 

The  crushing  grip  of  Garley's  arm,  which  came 
suddenly  about  her,  she  did  not  seem  even  to  notice  ; 
it  was  only  his  hot  breath  coming  against  her  cheek 
that  pierced  her  semi-consciousness  and  almost  with  a 
scream  she  started  from  him  and  with  such  suddenness 
and  strength  that  she  wrenched  herself  from  his  hold. 

"  You  can't  escape  me  now,  Val."  The  man  laughed 
a  coarse,  brutal  laugh.  "  God,  d'you  know  how  I've 
longed  to  kiss  those  beautiful  but  haughty  lips  of 
yours  ?  " 

He  lurched  after  her  as  she  sprang  from  the  couch. 
As  he  caught  her  roughly  to  him  again  she  struggled 
as  she  had  struggled  when  held  by  the  young  Rajah 
in  his  beautiful  palace,  but  never  in  his  arms  had  she 
felt  the  horror,  the  terror  which  gripped  her  now. 

The  sudden  surge  of  half  a  dozen  of  Garley's  repul- 
sive, dirtily  attired  followers  into  the  room  caused 
the  man  to  release  her  and  swing  round. 

"  Curse  you !  what  do  you  want  ?  **  he  snarled, 
and  then  shouted  in  a  native  tongue. 
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With  clamouring  voices  and  fierce  gestures  they 
answered  him.  Valerie,  crouching  on  the  couch  in 
rigid  horror,  could  understand  them  only  too  well. 
They  pointed  to  her,  they  wanted  her,  repudiating 
Garley's  claim  !  A  dark,  evil-looking  Spaniard  and 
the  native  who  had  assisted  her  escape  from  Ramazan's 
palace,  and  whom  she  now  judged  to  be  some  Chief 
since  jewels  sparkled  on  his  thick  fingers  and  long 
robe,  were  foremost  with  their  claim  of  her. 

The  fury  which  shook  the  Captain  did  not  surprise 
her.  He  swore  and  shouted  at  them,  his  hand  on 
his  revolver.  What  surprised  her  was  that  they 
should  still  persist  in  the  face  of  his  rage. 

The  native  Chief  started  forward  with  gestures  of 
command,  for  he  had  again  looked  upon  the  white 
woman.  The  crack  of  Garley's  revolver  as  it  was 
fired  re-echoed  down  the  room  and  the  man  lurched, 
fell  to  his  knees,  clawing  at  his  breast,  his  face  con- 
vulsed horribly.  The  Spaniard  drew  back  with  an 
oath  and  released  the  knife  he  had  been  handling. 

Valerie  uttered  a  hoarse  cry  and  crushed  her  hands 
to  her  face,  striving  to  shut  out  the  horrible,  vivid 
scene.  Now,  indeed,  she  was  seeing  another  side  of 
India — the  side  of  which  Colonel  Marlow  had  warned 
her,  and  she  did  not  wonder  that  they  had  wished  her 
to  consider  well  before  deciding  to  assist  them. 

"  Any  one  else  ?  "  cried  Garley,  with  a  brutal 
laugh. 

But  the  men  were  cowed  utterly.  Picking  up  the 
inert  native,  under  Garley's  orders,  they  carried  him 
from  the  room.  Garley  flung  a  rug  over  the  dark 
stain  on  the  floor,  hesitated  a  moment,  glancing  at 
the  woman  in  white  on  the  couch ;  then,  with  a 
mocking,  triumphant  laugh,  strode  to  the  entrance. 

"  Reuel — Reuel !  "  The  cry  came  from  Valerie's 
heart  ere  she  fell  unconscious  on  the  strips  of  silk 
and  gaudy  cushions  before  the  couch. 


CHAPTER  XXXI 

THE  fear  which  held  her,  fear  produced  by 
the  knowledge  of  her  terrible  position  and 
the  peril  which  menaced  her,  was  so  intense 
that  Valerie's  mind  could  not  stay  blank  for  long, 
and  it  was  for  barely  a  minute  that  she  lay  unconscious 
before  the  gaudily  cushioned  couch.  Struggling  back 
to  sensibility  with  an  aching  head  and  shivering  body 
she  rose  to  her  knees,  and  then  to  the  couch,  seeing, 
in  one  slow-moving  glance,  that  the  long  room  was 
empty  though  it  had  been  illuminated  with  smokily 
burning  lamps,  fixed  high  up  on  the  walls. 

As  her  last  failing  thoughts  had  been  of  Reuel  de 
Ramazan,  so  of  him  were  the  first  thoughts  of  her 
returned  consciousness.  She  wondered  if  he  would 
come  ;  if  he  would  search  for  her  and  find  her.  He 
was  her  one  hope.  He  was  the  only  one  who  could 
save  her.  She  saw  that.  He  had  power.  He  could 
save  her,  perhaps.  He  had  power,  an  indomitable  will, 
knowledge  of  the  country ;  he  was  the  only  man  to 
save  her.  But  would  he  ?  Would  he  trouble ? 

In  that  moment  of  returned  consciousness,  as  she 
sat  pale  and  cold  on  the  couch,  she  seemed  to  know 
that  Ramazan  would  search  for  her,  would  find  her. 
The  memory  of  that  exquisite  Eastern  night,  when 
she  had  lain  in  his  arms,  and  their  lips  had  clung 
together  in  a  passionate,  tender  kiss  of  love,  was  too 
vivid  between  them  for  either  to  forget.  That  night, 
for  magic  moments,  they  had  known  love,  passion. 
Her  head  had  been  on  his  shoulder,  her  arms  about 

him He  would  come  to  her ;  he  would  not  let 

her  go  from  him.  She  had  deliberately  left  his  palace, 
but  he  would  seek  her. 
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If  only  he  came  in  time  !  If  not He  would 

never  know  of  the  deep  remorse  she  felt  for  her 
conduct  in  Poona ;  he  would  never  know  that  she 
had  forgiven  him  all,  that  he  had,  indeed,  won  her 
love — or  how  much  she  loved  him !  If  only  he 
would  come — if  only  he  would  come  soon.  In  this 
moment  of  her  greatest  peril  she  longed  passionately 
for  him,  only  thought  of  him. 

The  sound  of  footsteps  beyond  the  curtains  sent 
her  rigid,  almost  panting  on  the  couch.  The  curtains 
were  pushed  aside  and  a  man  entered.  She  caught 
her  breath.  A  European  !  A  slim,  young  man  with 
dishevelled  fair  hair,  an  unusually  delicately  featured 
face  and  curved,  slightly  drooping  lips,  attired  in 
soiled  white  breeches  and  shirt. 

Valerie's  eyes  widened  till  they  seemed  too  large 
for  her  white,  rigid  face.  Her  panting  breath  caught 
again. 

"  Claude  !  " 

Then  the  wild  joy  and  relief  which  had  filled  her 
being  slowly,  painfully  changed  to  a  horror  that 
was  even  greater  than  what  she  had  felt  before. 
Her  voice  came  again  hoarsely,  utterly  changed. 

"  Claude  !  " 

Uttering  a  sharp  exclamation  the  young  man 
started  back,  catching  at  the  red  curtains  behind 
him.  Any  doubts  which  that  horror  of  certainty 
had  not  dispelled  for  her  were  banished  utterly  as 
she  stared  at  him.  His  action,  his  face  betrayed 
him  all  too  surely. 

"  Lord,  Val !  "  he  gasped  after  a  moment.  '  You 
— you  here  !  " 

The  ground  seemed  suddenly  to  heave  before 
Valerie's  staring  eyes.  She  swayed  backwards  and 
down  to  the  couch  from  which  she  had  sprung  up  as 
he  entered.  A  darkness  seemed  to  envelop  her ; 
there  was  a  drumming  in  her  ears  from  the  surge  of 
her  blood.  Desperately  she  strove  to  command  and 
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calm  herself.  She  felt  that  if  she  had  to  endure  much 
more  mentally  she  would  almost  lose  her  reason. 

Claude  Ransome  wavered  between  flight  and  going 
to  the  assistance  of  his  sister.  He  did  neither,  how- 
ever, but  remained  staring  at  her,  gripping  the 
curtains  behind  him. 

Her  brother — her  brother  Claude  !  He,  here  in 
this  den  of  thieves,  seeming  to  move  about  the  place 
as  if  he  was  quite  familiar  with  it !  What  meaning 
could  this  have — but  one  ? 

"  Good  heavens — Val !  I — I  knew  Garley  had  got 
a  woman,  but  never  thought,  never  guessed — it  was 
you." 

Valerie  had  struggled  up  and  gained  some  little 
command  of  herself  now.  She  had  reached  that 
point  in  her  mental  sufferings  where  her  faculties 
became  numb.  She  felt  cold,  though  the  stifling 
heat  of  the  day  had  not  completely  left  the  dusty, 
dirty  village  ;  cold,  with  a  heavy  weight  crushing 
her  heart,  a  throbbing  in  her  head. 

She  struggled  up  from  the  couch,  stumbled  across 
the  room  and  caught  his  arm,  almost  sending  him 
against  the  wall  with  her  weight. 

"  Claude  !  What  are  you  doing  here  ?  "  she  gasped. 
"  What  are  you  doing  here  ?  " 

"  I — what  ?  "  Surprised,  dismayed,  thrown  utterly 
off  his  guard  by  this  sudden  encounter  with  his  sister 
whom  he  had  thought  miles  away  in  the  heart  of 
India,  Claude  Ransome  stood,  pale  and  fearful, 
seeking  for  words  that  he  could  not  find. 

"  What  are  you  doing  here  ?  " 

"  I— Val What  d'you  mean  ?  " 

Valerie  leant  against  the  wall  for  a  moment,  white 
and  shivering,  reading,  all  too  clearly,  his  stammering 
words,  the  expression  of  his  delicate,  flushing  and 
paling  face. 

"  You  are  here,  in  a  den  of  notorious  thieves, 
apparently  at  your  ease,  when  you  should  be  in 
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Poona  or  on  Government  service  somewhere,"  she 
almost  hissed,  her  blue  eyes  suddenly  blazing.  "  What 
does  it  mean,  Claude  ?  Answer  me  !  " 

"  I— hang  it  all,  Val " 

"  You've  no  answer !  You — you  are  an  outlaw 
and  thief,  Claude  1  "  Her  slender  figure  in  the  crushed 
and  soiled  white  riding  suit  seemed  to  tremble  with 
passion,  her  blue  eyes  were  flashing  and  her  breath  came 
pantingly.  Claude  shrank  from  her,  his  weak,  curved 
mouth  drooping,  his  eyes  shifting  about  the  room, 
and  his  hands  against  the  wall  behind  him.  '  You 
are  a  low  thief — a  raider,  one  of  that  brutal  beast 
Garley's  filthy  band  !  God  in  heaven,  that  I  should 
know  such  a  thing  !  " 

"  Val — Val,  I  was  forced  to  it !  I  swear  I  was  !  " 
His  high-toned  plaintive  voice  came  suddenly,  a  sharp 
contrast  to  her  low,  fierce  tones. 

"  You  admit  it !  " 

She  had  known  all  along,  yet  the  actual  admittance 
made  her  catch  her  breath.  Weakly  she  leant  against 
the  wall  for  support,  closing  her  eyes  a  moment. 
That,  indeed,  seemed  the  bitterest  moment  of  all 
for  her.  They  had  accused  those  native  Princes,  but 
it  was  their  own  people,  Europeans,  who  had  led 
the  marauding  natives  !  She  had  accused  the  young 
Rajah  of  Kashmine,  and  it  was  her  own  younger 
brother  who  was  the  outlaw  and  thief ! 

"  By  God,  Val,  you  don't  understand ! "  He 
caught  his  curved,  quivering  lip  between  his  teeth, 
stepping  unsteadily  from  the  wall.  Damp  beads 
showed  below  his  fair,  untidy  hair  ;  his  small,  regular 
features  looked  more  delicate  and  effeminate  than 
usual.  "  I  tell  you  I  was  forced  to  it.  I  had  to  get 
money  somehow — got  into  debt,  gambling,  the  cafes — 
God,  Val,  you  don't  know  the  life  out  here  !  It 
may  seem  beautiful  to  you  at  first — golden  sun  and 
blue  sky,  warmth  and  laziness — but  I  know  it  can 
be  a  sweltering  hell,  a  relentless,  primitive  place." 
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"  So  you  sank Why  didn't  you  come  to  me, 

or  Lewis,  for  the  money  ?  "  she  whispered. 

"  I — I  didn't  want  you  to  know  anything  about 
it,  and  it  was  too  much  for  either  of  you  to  have 
found  at  once.  Besides  Garley  showed  me  a  way 
out — taking  it  from  the  fat  tourists  who  come  out 
here  and  the  rich  merchants.  Both  can  afford  to 
lose  a  little  cash  now  and  again." 

The  murmur  of  native  voices  from  beyond  the  red 
curtains  had  scarcely  disturbed  them  as  they  spoke, 
but  now  the  noise  without  increased  slightly ;  a 
man  laughed  loudly  and  then  shouted  in  Hindustani. 
Terror  gripped  Valerie  again,  taking  the  faint  colour 
from  her  face,  bringing  back  remembrance  of  her 
position. 

"  Claude,"  she  gasped,  "  I  am  in  Garley's  power ! 
He  is  holding  me  a  prisoner  here  !  " 

"  Lord,  Val."  Claude  stood  flushing  and  paling,  a 
picture  of  discomfiture.  "  Well,  you  mustn't  forget 
you  led  him  a  pretty  dance  the  last  few  months,  and 
he's  not  a  man  who'll  be  played  with." 

Utter  contempt  entered  Valerie's  heart.  She  could 
hardly  believe  that  this  man  was  her  brother.  Like 
a  book  she  read  his  weak,  shallow  nature.  Not  even 
to  save  her,  his  sister,  had  he  the  courage  to  confront 
Garley.  She  thought  of  another  nature — of  the 
character  of  another  man,  not  many  years  older 
than  this  brother  of  hers,  and  the  contrast  made 
her  catch  her  breath,  so  great  it  was. 

"  Claude  !  "  She  started  forward  and  gripped  his 
arm,  causing  him  to  move  back  against  the  wall 
again,  regarding  her  white,  set  face  and  suddenly 
hard,  glittering  eyes  with  a  wide  glance.  "  Claude, 
you  must  leave  here  at  once.  Take  a  horse  and  ride 
to  one  of  the  official  places,  where  there  are  some  of 
our  people,  and  bring  help  for  me  before  it  is  too 
late  !  " 

"  Good  heavens,  Val,  are  you  mad  ?  "  he  gasped, 
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his  face  going  white,  his  mouth  drooping  open.  "  I 
can't !  " 

"  You  can  !  "  she  almost  hissed,  her  fingers  tighten- 
ing into  his  arm  till  he  could  have  cried  out.  "  More- 
over, it's  your  only  chance,  thief  that  you  are.  Go 
to  the  officials,  tell  them  where  Garley  and  his  band 
of  natives  are,  here  in  this  village,  and  bring  them 
back  with  you  as  quickly  as  you  possibly  can." 

"  Val,  you're  mad !  "  With  sweat  glistening  on 
his  brow,  his  face  white  and  his  weak,  curved  lips 
drooping  open  Claude  stared  at  the  hard,  glittering 
eyes  and  pale,  set  face  of  the  sister  who  could  always 
overrule  him,  for  his  will  was  that  which  ever  gave 
way  before  another  stronger  and  indomitable.  '  You 
know  I  can't.  It'd  mean  prison,  perhaps  being  shot, 
for  me  !  " 

"  No,  it  would  not.  You  would  turn  King's  evidence. 
It's  your  only  chance,  Claude  ;  take  it  while  you  can. 
Give  Garley  and  his  thieves  over  to  the  justice  they 
deserve." 

There  was  no  mercy  in  Valerie's  heart  for  the  man 
who  held  her.  He  had  so  utterly  disgraced  his  name 
of  Englishman  that  it  seemed  to  her  it  was  only 
fitting  that  he  died. 

"  D'you  mean — I'd  be  safe  ?  "  He  stood  held  by 
her  tense,  blackly  blue  eyes,  the  grip  of  her  fingers. 
"  That  they'd  not  charge  me  ?  " 

"  Be  the  means  of  the  capture  of  Garley  and  his 
band  and  give  evidence  against  them  and  you'll 
most  likely  save  yourself  !  " 

"  Ah !  "  A  faint  colour  tinted  Claude's  fair  face. 
Indeed,  lately  he  had  been  finding  life  with  Garley 
more  difficult  than  he  cared  to  endure  and  here  seemed 
a  way  of  escape.  His  sister  was  a  second  considera- 
tion. "  Gad,  I'll  go  !  I'll  go,  Val." 

He  started  from  her  to  the  curtains. 

'  'Try  not  to  be — too  long." 

Her  voice  came  faintly  to  him  as  he  caught  the 
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curtains.  With  a  half-shamed  flush  he  turned  back 
and  caught  her  hand. 

"Gad,  Val,  I'll  do  my  best  for  you!  I'll  find 
someone  and  bring  'em  back." 

Valerie  sank  upon  the  couch  again  and  rested  her 
aching  head  against  the  cold  wall.  She  might  not 
have  found  her  brother  for  all  the  help  he  was.  Still 
she  was  alone,  defenceless,  at  the  mercy  of  Garley, 
or  his  vile  natives  !  Claude  would  not  bring  help 
in  time. 

"  Reuel !  "  went  the  cry  of  her  heart.  "  I  want 
you  !  Save  me  !  " 

With  a  loud  laugh  and  stamp  of  heavy  boots  Captain 
Garley  entered  the  room.  Dropping  the  curtains 
behind  him,  he  stood  watching  her  as  she  shrank 
from  his  look.  Then  he  moved  across  the  room 
towards  her. 


CHAPTER  XXXII 

THE  Rajah  swung  up  his  arm  as  if,  indeed, 
he  would  strike  the   natives  before  him. 
Passion  showed  in  his  blazing  brown  eyes 
and  in  the  faint  flush  on  his  cheeks.     Yet  in  that 
moment  of  having  his  arm  raised,  he  struggled  to 
control  himself  and  in  some  way  succeeded,  though 
the  effort  made  his  slender  figure  become  rigid  ;   only 
the  collar  of  jewels  about  his  white  riding  coat  flashed 
with  his  swift,  heavy  breaths. 

"  O  traitorous  hounds  ! — O  sons  of  pigs  !  Is  this 
the  way  you  serve  me  ?  "  His  dark,  flashing  eyes 
swept  over  the  crowd  of  natives  in  the  hall  of  the 
palace.  "  Is  this  the  way  you  guard  the  treasure 
that  is  more  to  me  than  life  ?  " 

A  murmur  that  was  half  a  wail  passed  through  the 
hall.  Three  or  four  of  the  natives  threw  themselves 
on  their  knees  before  him  ;  some  begged  for  mercy ; 
others  vowed  that  it  could  only  have  happened  with 
the  help  of  evil  gods 

Ramazan  interrupted  them  with  a  furious  flow  of 
words.  The  beauty  of  his  attractive  face  was  marred 
by  the  fury  and  mercilessness  of  his  look.  Returning 
to  the  palace  with  ardent  love  in  his  heart,  spurred 
on  by  the  insistent  urge  of  his  eager  desire,  it  had 
been  extremely  bitter  to  find  that  she  did  not  await 
him — that  she  had  gone.  He  strove  desperately  to 
control  himself,  to  keep  from  striking  the  men  who 
bent  before  him. 

Kashmine  village  had  trembled  from  one  end  to  the 
other.  Never  before  had  the  natives  seen  their  young 
lord  and  Prince  so  furious.  Fear  was  in  their  hearts. 
They  had  allowed  the  treasure  that  was  dearer  to 
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him  than  life  to  be  lost,  and  they  wondered  what 
would  be  their  fate  for  allowing  such  a  thing  to 
happen. 

The  palace  had  been  searched,  the  village  had  been 
searched,  but  neither  had  yielded  up  the  treasure 
that  was  more  than  life  to  the  Rajah,  and  they 
trembled  and  bent  before  his  wrath. 

"  Thou."  He  swung  round  upon  three  women 
who  stood  wailing  at  one  side.  "  Did  I  not  say  the 
white  woman  was  never  to  be  for  many  moments 
out  of  thy  sight  ?  Did  I  not  say — '  guard  her  as  my 
life '  ?  " 

Two  of  the  women  dropped  to  their  knees  and  wailed 
again.  He  turned  from  them. 

"  Hanaud !  " 

Ibrehim  Hanaud  moved  a  step  forward  from  the 
other  natives.  Apprehension,  fear  gripped  his  heart 
so  that  his  hands  trembled  and  his  legs  felt  like 
giving  way  and  sending  him  on  to  his  knees  also 
before  the  arrogant,  angry  young  Prince  who  faced 
him.  Here,  indeed,  was  the  trouble  he  had  feared 
since  the  coming  of  the  white  woman. 

"  Lord— lord " 

"  What  do  you  know  of  this  ?  " 

Hanaud,  with  an  eloquent  flow  of  words  and  much 
lamentation,  said  that  he  knew  nothing,  nothing,  or 
little  at  all.  He  had  known  nothing  till  the  women 
came  to  him  and  immediately  he  had  had  the  palace 
searched,  and  had  searched  himself,  and  then  my 
lord  had  returned.  But  he  had  known  nothing  of 

Ramazan  made  a  fierce  gesture. 

"This  is  the  first  time  you  have  failed  me, 
Hanaud !" 

"Lord !" 

He  turned ;  his  dark,  angry  glance  flashed  over 
the  natives,  and  they  quailed  again. 

"  You  will  all  suffer  for  this  !  "  Passion  made  a 
flame  in  his  brown  eyes  ;  the  set  of  his  perfect  mouth 
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was  rigid  and  merciless.  "  If  she  is  not  found,  you 
shall  be  flogged  till  you  cannot  beg  for  mercy ! 
You " 

Ramazan  stopped.  His  slender  figure  seemed  to 
become  yet  more  rigid  and  tense. 

Where  was  she  ?     Where  was  she  ? 

"Go  to  the  gates."  He  flung  out  his  arm  to  three 
or  four  natives  on  his  left,  swaying  the  red  cloak 
he  still  wore.  "  Bring  to  me  the  men  who  were  at 
the  gates  to-day.  At  once  !  Moments  are  life  for 
you  !  " 

The  natives  turned  and  padded  down  the  hall  on 
swiftly  running  feet. 

"  Lord,"  Hanaud  gesticulated,  "  we  knew  not  that 
she  was  gone  till " 

"  If  you  have  nothing  other  than  that  to  say,  be 
silent !  "  thundered  the  young  Prince. 

Swinging  round,  he  walked  to  the  divan  in  the 
centre  of  the  hall.  The  quiet  hour  of  sunset  was 
approaching  without,  but  in  the  palace  was  brooding 
unrest.  He  flung  off  his  scarlet  cloak  and  sat  a  still, 
motionless  figure  on  the  couch. 

In  a  very  short  while  a  dozen  natives  entered  the 
hall.  Ramazan  looked  up  and  flung  swift  questions 
at  them ;  questions  which  were  answered  with 
trembling  haste. 

"  Merchandise  for  Bijpur !  Did  it  leave  from  the 
palace  here  ?  " 

"  Ay,  with  rugs,  carpets,  silk " 

Ramazan  sprang  to  his  feet  and  flung  swift  orders 
to  the  half-dozen  men  of  his  suite  who  had  returned 
with  him ;  orders  that  sent  them,  with  a  dozen 
others,  into  their  saddles. 

"  Follow,  and  bring  her  back  !  "  were  the  Rajah's 
parting  words. 

After  the  men  had  gone  a  silence  fell  upon  the 
palace,  but  a  silence  tense  with  unrest,  brooding  with 
disquiet.  The  sun  set  and  a  glow  of  red  and  orange 


RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH  271 

lit  up  the  hall,  making  it  look  exquisite,  fairy-like. 
The  minutes  passed,  slow,  heavy,  throbbing. 

The  Rajah  sat  on  his  divan,  motionless,  a  slim, 
stiff  figure  in  his  tight,  white  riding  dress.  His  hands 
were  clasped  before  him  ;  his  dark,  youthful  face  was 
still  and  hard,  showing  no  feeling,  no  expression. 
The  natives,  still  awaiting  his  pleasure  and  grouped 
in  the  hall,  hardly  dared  to  murmur  together. 

The  men  returned.  Ramazan  met  them  at  the 
foot  of  the  water-tank.  Their  faces  as  they  bent 
before  him  told  an  eloquent  tale. 

"Lord!— lord " 

"  Speak  !  " 

They  told  him  then ;  told  him  of  what  they  had 
found  on  the  road  at  no  great  distance  from  the 
village. 

The  young  Prince  fell  back,  coming  heavily  against 
the  marble  rim  of  the  tank,  his  face,  beneath  the 
dark  tan,  going  white. 

"  Attacked !  " 

"  Alas,  lord." 

The  crowd  of  natives  in  the  hall  were  still  and  quiet. 

"  One  man,  Doojah,  still  alive  as  we  found " 

"  Who  were  they — the  attackers  ?  "  The  Rajah's 
voice  came  hoarsely. 

"  We  not  know.     Doojah  not  say." 

"  Was  there ?  Was  there ?  "  His  stiff  lips 

could  scarcely  form  the  words. 

"  Ay,  lord.  Alas  !  Doojah  say — woman  in  rugs. 
They — took  her." 

The  Rajah  caught  one  slender  hand  against  his 
lips.  An  icy  hand  seemed  to  have  gripped  his  heart, 
so  that  he  could  scarce  breathe.  For  the  first  time 
in  his  arrogant,  careless  life  acute  fear  gripped  him, 
fear  for  the  safety  of  another. 

His  beloved — the  fair,  beautiful,  spirited  woman  of 
his  heart — she  whom  he  loved  so  passionately  that 
he  had  thought  he  hated  her — captured  by — God 
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alone  knew  whom,  in  the  treacherous,  perilous 
country. 

So  well  did  he  know  the  peril  that  lurked  for  her 
in  the  country. 

"  Lord " 

The  young  Prince  seemed  to  come  to  life  again, 
fierce,  wild  life.  He  flung  swift  orders  to  the  men 
about  him,  and,  as  if  by  magic,  the  hall  cleared.  A 
native  boy  brought  his  revolver  and  cartridge-belt 
and  fixed  it  about  him  ;  a  second  ran  up  with  his 
red  cloak,  and,  flinging  it  about  his  shoulders  he  ran 
down  the  hall,  up  the  steps,  across  the  pavilion,  and 
down  the  steps  out  of  the  palace,  his  silver  spurs 
jingling. 

Clamour  rang  in  the  palace  and  village.  All  the 
able-bodied  men  of  Kashmine  were  getting  to  saddle. 

Ramazan's  white  horse,  still  saddled,  was  run  up 
to  the  steps  amid  other  prancing  horses. 

Ibrehim  Hanaud,  his  green  robe  flapping  about  his 
legs,  ran  down  the  steps  wailing. 

"  Lord,  lord  !— the  palace  !  " 

"  What  of  the  palace  ?  "  Ramazan  had  his  foot 
in  the  stirrup. 

"  Lord,  thou  leavest  it  unguarded !  "  Hanaud 
wailed.  "  Thou  takest  all  the  men.  Thou  leavest 
Kashmine,  the  palace,  unguarded !  " 

"  Do  you  think  I  would  consider  the  palace  before 
her  safety  ?  "  Ramazan  swung  himself  up  on  his 
horse.  "  Kashmine,  all  I  possess,  would  I  give  up 
for  her  !  You  let  her  go,  so  must  I  bring  her  back." 

The  white  horse  sprang  forward,  carrying  the 
Rajah  out  of  the  courtyard,  leaving  Ibrehim  Hanaud 
wailing  on  the  steps  to  ears  that  were  deaf  to  him. 

Through  the  village  rode  the  young  Prince,  followed 
by  his  men  as  they  saddled  horses  and  mounted. 
He  was  first  through  the  gate,  swerving  his  horse 
with  but  little  lessening  of  speed,  riding  dangerously, 
but  on  the  winding  road  some  distance  from  the 
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village  he  was  forced  to  stop  and  wait  for  his  natives 
to  overtake  him,  since  they  had  to  guide  him  to  where 
his  men  had  been  attacked. 

The  white  horse  reared  and  rebelled  at  the  check 
as  much  as  the  man  in  the  saddle.  Passion  shook 
the  young  Rajah,  overruling  even  his  sickening  fear. 
All  the  fiery,  impetuous  nature  of  him  was  aroused 
and  with  the  race  of  his  heart,  the  surge  of  his  hot 
blood,  he  could  scarce  sit  still  on  the  fretting  horse. 

The  woman  had  been  taken  from  him.  He  had 
won  her — and  she  had  been  taken  from  him !  She 
had  been  taken  from  him — his  love.  The  fury  which 
gripped  him  was  almost  primitive  in  its  fierceness. 

She  was  his — he  knew  he  had  won  her.  By  all 
the  laws  of  nature,  by  right  of  conquest,  she  was 
his,  utterly  now.  That  night  they  were  together, 
thrilling  with  a  wild  rapture,  he  had  felt  the  pressure 
of  her  slim,  warm  body  against  his,  the  fire  stirred 
within  her  by  his  touch,  her  yielding  lips  returning 
his  passionate  kiss.  He  had  felt,  too,  her  answer 
to  his  passionate  longing.  There  had  been  no  words 
between  them,  but  when  love  holds  two  hearts  there 
is  understanding  without  the  need  of  words. 

He  wanted  her — passionately  he  yearned  for  her 
and  her  love,  yet  there  was  an  infinite  tenderness  in 
his  heart,  that  robbed  his  desire  of  selfishness.  Though 
he  had  conquered  her,  he  did  not  want  her  to  hate  him  ; 
he  wanted  her  to  love  him.  He  wanted  love,  not 
hate.  So  he  had  spared  her  when  it  had  been  in  his 
power  to  make  her  his  beyond  all  question.  His  love 
had  triumphed  above  all  else. 

Now — now  that  he  had  felt  her  respond,  now  that 
his  patience  was  to  be  rewarded,  now  that  their  love 
was  to  be  fulfilled  in  the  warm,  beautiful,  throbbing 
heart  of  the  East — she  was  gone  ;  she  had  been  taken 
from  him  ! 

His  fury  mounted  to  a  desire,  primitive,  Eastern — 
to  kill. 
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With  a  thunder  of  galloping  hoofs  the  foremost  of 
his  men  came  up  and  swept  about  him.  The  Rajah 
shouted  swift  words  and  in  answer  two  men  spurred 
to  the  front ;  then,  again,  the  formidable  company 
plied  spurs. 

Dusk,  a  soft,  purple-tinted  dusk  was  about  the 
land  when  they  came  to  that  place  where  lay  the 
proofs  of  that  afternoon's  attack.  Inert  figures  of 
men  and  horses  lay  on  the  trampled  ground  and 
vultures  hovered  overhead. 

As  the  Rajah  looked  at  those  fallen  figures,  his 
hand  clenched  on  the  saddle  before  him.  But  the 
rage  which  burned  in  him  was  short-lived  ;  his  fear 
returned  in  yet  greater  force  to  take  its  place. 

Into  whose  hands  had  she  fallen  ? 

He  almost  groaned  aloud. 

Why  had  she  left  the  palace  !  She  did  not  know 
the  peril  that  lurked  for  her  in  the  country. 

Where  w'as  she  ?     Where  was  she  ? 

He  looked  about  him.  The  country  seemed  exceed- 
ingly desolate,  despite  the  soft  dusk.  Its  desolation, 
its  want  of  human  life,  seemed  to  mock  him.  With 
his  position,  his  indomitable  will,  he  had  generally 
been  successful  in  all  he  undertook,  he  had  had  nearly 
everything  he  desired,  but  now,  that  the  one  thing 
that  was  life  and  happiness  to  him,  depended  upon 
him,  he  felt  himself  utterly  helpless.  He  pictured 
her  in  some  awful  peril  and  the  thought  drove  him 
almost  to  madness. 

"  The  track  1  "  he  cried  hoarsely.  "  Find  their 
track." 

But  already  some  of  the  natives  were  moving  about, 
scanning  the  ground. 

Ramazan's  impatience  was  so  great  that  the  white 
horse  plunged  and  reared.  With  all  his  power  he 
felt  helpless,  utterly  helpless.  Where  was  she  ? 
What  was  she  suffering  then  ?  Where  was  she — his 
love — with  her  wonderful  spirit,  her  deeply  blue 
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eyes,  her  heavy  dark  hair  which,  in  contrast,  made 
her  delicate  skin  seem  so  fair  ?  What  peril  was  she 
in  ?  God  !  and  he  could  not  get  to  her  ;  he  could 
not  go  to  her  in  her  need  ! 

"  Allah — nay,  God  guard  her  till  I  come !  "  he 
whispered,  his  dark  face  pale  and  set  in  the  dusk, 
one  hand  gripping  the  reins,  the  other  crushing  an 
end  of  his  cloak  against  his  burning  lips.  "  God 
guard  her  till  I  come  to  her  1  " 

The  track  of  a  company  of  horsemen  was  found  at 
last  and  at  the  best  possible  speed  the  Prince  and  his 
men  followed,  yet  to  Ramazan  it  seemed  they  crawled 
over  the  ground  when  he  would  have  travelled  at 
the  speed  of  a  maddened  horse. 

On,  through  the  gathering  dusk  travelled  the  Rajah 
with  his  men  ;  on,  through  the  darkness  which  came 
before  the  rising  of  the  moon,  and  still  on  as  the  goddess 
of  night  sailed  up  into  the  soft,  dark  sky,  flooding  the 
land  with  brilliant  white  light. 

The  ground  became  rocky,  two  small  hills  were 
passed,  and  then,  over  rough,  stony  ground,  near  a 
primitive,  unused  temple,  the  track  was  lost. 

Ramazan  cursed  in  his  fierce  impatience.  He  sent 
half  his  men  searching  about  the  country  nearby  and 
waited  in  an  agony  of  suspense. 

So  much  depended  upon  their  speed.  So  much — 
ah,  how  much  !  And  they  travelled  so  slowly  ;  dear 
God,  how  slowly  !  Where  was  she,  this  beautiful 
white  woman,  with  her  wonderful  spirit,  her  fear- 
lessness ?  In  whose  power  was  she ;  her  spirit  still 
uncrushed  but  her  beauty  at  their  mercy  ? 

The  Rajah  wheeled  his  fretting  horse  round  and 
called  up  two  of  his  remaining  natives.  They  dis- 
cussed the  locality  of  their  position. 

"Loona.  There,  then,  should  be  Japur."  He 
turned  in  the  saddle  and  looked  to  the  left  of  the 
aged  temple. 

Turning  in  the  saddle  again  he  called  up  two  other 
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Indians,  men  of  his  personal  suite.  Swiftly  he  bade 
them  go  to  a  villa  on  the  outskirts  of  Japur,  where 
dwelt  the  Prince  Surat  Singe,  ruler  of  the  province. 

"  Ask  for  information  in  the  name  of  Ramazan  of 
Kashmine,"  he  ended,  and  the  two  men  spurred  off 
on  their  mission. 

Again  intolerable  waiting.  The  Rajah's  slender 
fingers  clenched  on  the  saddle  before  him.  Strange, 
sweet  scents  of  earth  and  plant  and  tree  came  about 
him  from  the  surrounding  country,  but  the  night  air 
was  cold. 

Suddenly,  wearied  though  he  was,  he  came  rigid 
in  the  saddle.  His  fear  and  impatience  increased, 
causing  him  to  shiver  in  the  still  night.  Held  prisoner 
in  a  vile  native  village  Valerie  sent  her  cry  to  him. 

"  Valerie  ! — where  are  you  ?  "  It  was  as  if  he 
heard  by  the  passionate  words  which  broke  from  him. 
"  Oh,  my  beloved — my  beloved  !  " 

Ere  the  natives  had  found  the  track  the  two  men 
returned  from  His  Highness  Surat  Singe  with  informa- 
tion— information  which  caused  the  Rajah  to  fire  his 
revolver,  summoning  his  natives  to  his  side,  and  to 
spur  his  horse  away  from  the  ancient  temple  at  a 
swinging  gallop. 


CHAPTER   XXXIII 

VALERIE  RANSOME  struggled  with  a  fury 
that  was  induced  more  by  terror  than  rage. 
Repulsion   for   the   man   who   gripped   her 
gave  her  added  strength,  and  so  he  found  difficulty 
in  breaking  down  her  fierce  resistance,  yet  he  had 
no  fear  for  the  conclusion  and,  laughing  brutally, 
exerted  his  muscular  strength  against  hers. 

Held  in  the  close,  brutal  clutch  of  this  one-time 
military  Captain,  Valerie  could  not  prevent  her 
thoughts  suddenly  flashing  to  that  other  man  against 
whom  she  had  put  up  almost  as  fierce  a  resistance. 
The  strength  of  his  arms,  the  firm,  cool,  steely  hold 
of  his  slender  fingers — ah,  how  different  it  was  to  the 
close,  hateful  embrace  of  this  man ;  as  different  as 
were  the  two  men.  One  was  an  Eastern  Prince,  the 
other  a  white  man,  yet,  despite  this  and  all  that 
had  passed  between  her  and  Reuel  de  Ramazan,  she 
knew  she  would  rather,  a  thousand  times,  be  at  the 
mercy  of  the  young  Rajah  than  this  coarse,  outlawed 
European. 

Her  resistance  was  weakening ;  she  felt  she  had 
not  the  strength  to  struggle  much  longer  and  her 
sickening  terror  seemed  to  lessen  that  little  strength 
she  had.  With  her  riding  boots  she  kicked  furiously 
as  she  fought,  striving  for  time — only  for  time. 
Garley  swore  and  flung  her  lengthways  on  the  couch. 
He  gripped  her  shoulder  in  the  thin  silk  blouse  with 
clutching  fingers.  Valerie  jerked  her  head  round  and 
set  her  teeth  furiously  in  his  hand.  With  a  fierce 
oath  and  shout  he  released  her  and  like  a  trapped 
creature  set  free,  Valerie  sprang  from  him  and  the 
couch. 

277 


278  RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH 

"  You  fury !  "  he  snarled,  holding  his  hand,  an 
evil  gleam  in  his  eyes.  "  You  beautiful  devil — but 
I'll  master  you  yet !  " 

He  lurched  towards  her  again,  but  she  avoided 
him  and  darted  across  the  room  to  the  entrance  with 
but  a  sudden  flash  of  her  trembling,  white-clad  figure. 
As  she  tore  apart  the  curtains  half  a  dozen  dirty, 
repulsive  natives  started  up  about  the  arched  entrance 
to  bar  her  way,  grinning  and  leering  at  her  from  the 
other  apartment.  With  a  faint  cry  she  released  the 
curtains  and  started  back — back  into  the  arms  of 
Captain  Garley. 

Kick  and  struggle  as  she  would,  his  arm  closed 
about  her  waist,  crushing  her  up  against  him,  and, 
despite  her  weakening  resistance,  he  half  carried, 
half  dragged  her  back  to  the  couch. 

"  Reuel !  "  she  gasped.     "  Reuel !  " 

Garley's  hot  breath  came  against  her  face. 

"  What !  d'you  think  that  Prince'U  come  ?  "  he 
laughed  thickly.  "  He's  tired  of  you  and  forgotten 
you  by  now  ;  gone  back  to  his  harem " 

Valerie,  half  swooning  in  his  hold,  yet  strove  to 
struggle,  but  she  felt  her  strength  utterly  gone. 
Weak  and  helpless,  she  knew  herself  at  his  mercy. 
She  could  resist  no  further.  The  room  seemed  vague 
about  her  ...  a  deafening  clamour  seemed  to  ring 
in  her  ears.  .  .  . 

Then  Garley  released  her.  A  limp  figure,  she  fell 
on  the  couch. 

Not  for  a  moment  did  she  realise  what  was  hap- 
pening about  her. 

Vaguely  she  saw  that  a  crowd  of  the  man's  evil- 
looking  natives  had  rushed  into  the  long  room. 
Garley  was  on  his  feet,  his  face  white  and  damp. 
They  clamoured  and  gesticulated  and  pointed  with- 
out. Then  she  became  aware  that  the  clamour  which 
had  seemed  to  ring  in  her  ears  was  real  enough.  It 
came  from  without,  in  the  stone  house,  in  the  village. 
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The  clamour  increased.  Oaths,  shouts,  yells,  the 
clash  of  steel  and  crack  of  revolvers  and  rifles  mingled 
in  a  volley  of  awful  sound. 

There  was  a  surge  of  struggling  figures  beyond  the 
entrance,  and  then  into  the  room,  bringing  down  the 
red  curtains  in  their  rush,  came  a  party  of  natives 
led  by  a  slim  figure  in  white. 

Valerie  gasped  and  drew  her  weary  limbs  up  on 
the  couch.  It  seemed  as  though  a  sudden,  slow- 
moving  fire  entered  her  veins  and  ran  through  the 
length  of  her  still,  cold  body. 

"  Reuel !  " 

Of  all  the  men  in  that  room  only  the  young  Rajah 
knew  what  was  expressed  in  that  cry. 

Slim  though  he  was,  the  young  Prince  could  look 
formidable,  yet  never  had  he  looked  more  formidable 
than  when  he  stood  within  that  room,  his  slender 
body  taut  and  menacing  in  the  steely  strength  revealed 
by  the  tight  white  coat  and  breeches,  his  collar  of 
jewels  broken  and  hanging  in  points  of  light  about 
him,  his  revolver  gripped  in  one  hand  and  blood 
showing  crimson  down  one  torn  sleeve. 

His  dark,  blazing  glance  swept  round  the  chamber, 
passed  over  the  crouching  European,  his  snarling 
natives,  and  rested  on  the  beautiful,  huddled  figure 
of  the  woman  on  the  couch,  her  silk  blouse  ripped 
at  one  shoulder  and  sleeve,  her  heavy,  dark  brown  hair 
tumbled  like  a  short,  wonderful  cloak  about  her.  Then 
his  glance  was  back  upon  the  natives  before  Garley. 

"  Outside,  you  curs  !  " 

They  stared  at  the  slim  figure  of  the  Rajah  of 
Kashmine ;  one  glance  at  him  and  half  of  their 
number  edged  across  the  floor  and  sprang  through 
the  entrance. 

Garley  shouted  and  the  remaining  men  gripper, 
their  knives  and  revolvers,  but  Ramazan  had  addressed 
the  white-robed  natives  about  him  and,  in  answed 
they  flung  themselves  upon  Garley's  men. 
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A  fight  fierce  and  short  raged,  in  which  Garley 
and  the  Rajah  took  no  part.  Through  the  arched 
entrance  the  natives  swayed  and  heaved  and  the 
Englishman  and  the  young  Prince  were  left  facing 
each  other. 

The  Captain's  revolver  blazed  across  the  room  as, 
having  snatched  the  weapon  from  his  belt  on  the 
floor,  he  fired  point-blank  at  the  Rajah.  But  the 
young  Prince  was  too  quick  for  him.  Ramazan 
ducked,  almost  to  the  stone,  rug-strewn  floor,  and  the 
bullet  whizzed  over  him  and  through  the  arched 
entrance.  Garley  swore  and  fired  again.  A  scream 
that  was  but  a  hoarse  cry  came  from  Valerie's  lips. 
Yet  again  Ramazan  had  ducked,  then  his  revolver 
roared  in  answer,  and  Garley,  with  a  hoarse  shout, 
dropped  his  own  weapon,  clapping  a  hand  to  his 
right  wrist. 

Ramazan  pushed  his  revolver  into  its  holster,  his 
supple  muscles  came  suddenly  taut,  and  then  he  sprang. 

Garley,  lurching  from  the  couch,  was  brought 
with  a  crash  to  the  floor  beneath  a  fury  that  he  felt 
all  too  well.  Struggling  upon  the  rugs,  his  clutching 
hand  strove  to  reach  his  fallen  revolver,  but  fingers 
that  possessed  the  strength  of  flexible  steel  sought 
and  closed  about  his  throat. 

"  Hay,  you  dogs  !  "  he  roared  gaspingly.  "  Here  ! 

— to  me "  and  then  the  merciless  fingers  tightened, 

choking  his  utterance. 

Over  and  over  across  the  stone  floor  they  rolled, 
grappling  for  mastery.  Garley  was  a  bigger  and 
heavier-made  man  altogether  to  the  young  Prince, 
and  a  savage  rage,  a  knowledge  that  he  fought  for 
his  life,  caused  him  to  exert  all  his  strength  in  the 
encounter  with  the  Rajah.  But  Ramazan,  beyond 
all  control,  his  fiery  nature  utterly  aroused,  was  a 
deadly  match  for  him  despite  size  and  slenderness 
of  figure,  and  for  once  he  found  his  brutal  strength 
of  little  avail. 
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Valerie,  crouching  upon  the  disordered  couch, 
watched  now  and  again  with  wide,  almost  black 
eyes.  Yet  she  felt  no  horror,  no  repulsion  at  the 
savage  conflict  she  saw.  Cool,  assured  girl  of  society 
that  she  had  once  been,  she  was  utterly  changed  now. 
Civilisation,  that  she  had  once  thought  so  much  of, 
she  had  found  but  a  cloak  which,  beneath  her  expe- 
riences in  the  country  of  India,  had  slipped  slowly 
from  her.  Here  civilisation  was  of  little  .account. 
She  felt  now  strangely,  utterly  primitive.  She  was 
still  frightened,  yet  she  felt  no  horror,  only  a  strange, 
wild  exultation  as  she  watched  that  savage  fight, 
her  glance  falling  ever  on  the  Rajah.  He  was  fighting 
for  her — a  man  fighting  for  his  woman  !  At  that 
moment  he  was  not  even  the  Prince,  but  just  a  man 
fighting  for  the  woman  he  loved. 

The  deafening  clamour  of  conflict  rose  and  fell  and 
then  began  to  subside  about  the  house.  Beyond  the 
arched  entrance  a  mass  of  struggling  figures  heaved 
and  swayed. 

Two  natives,  dirty  and  blood-spattered,  came  into 
the  room  and  padded  across  the  floor  to  the  white 
girl  on  the  couch.  Their  dark  hands  gripped  her 
arms,  her  shoulder.  Valerie  screamed. 

Ramazan  staggered  to  his  feet  and  swung  round. 
His  hand  leapt  to  the  revolver  at  his  waist  and  he 
fired  across  the  room,  once,  twice.  The  natives  who 
had  gripped  her  swayed  and  fell,  one  backwards 
across  the  couch,  the  other  at  her  feet. 

Valerie  sprang  from  the  couch,  fled  across  the  room 
and  fell  almost  fainting  at  the  Rajah's  feet,  clinging 
to  him  in  her  terror. 

Five  more  natives  surged  into  the  room,  brandish- 
ing knives  and  yelling,  followed  by  others.  Ramazan 
stood  over  the  woman  who  crouched  at  his  feet  and 
fired ;  fired  till  his  revolver  clicked  on  an  empty 
chamber.  Then  dropping  the  useless  weapon,  he 
drew  the  dagger  from  his  waist.  The  remaining 
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natives,  in  the  act  of  springing  over  their  fallen 
companions  and  flinging  themselves  upon  the  young 
Prince,  paused,  held  by  the  look  on  his  dark,  set 
face.  In  that  pause  the  Rajah  shouted  to  his  men. 

The  struggling  mass  of  figures  heaved  beyond  the 
entrance  ;  into  the  room  surged  a  score  of  the  Rajah's 
men.  The  natives,  about  to  throw  themselves  upon 
the  young  Prince,  found  themselves  attacked  from 
behind  and  borne  to  the  ground. 

Clamour  rose  and  then  died  down  beyond  the 
entrance.  A  final  discharge  of  shots  rang  out  and 
two  or  three  bullets  whizzed  through  the  archway 
into  the  room. 

Ramazan's  men  surged  forward  about  him.  In 
the  house  and  village  Kashmine  natives  were  yelling, 
victorious.  A  faint,  hard  smile  curled  the  young 
Rajah's  lips  as  his  dark  face  slightly  relaxed,  but  there 
was  no  mirth  in  his  intense,  almost  black  eyes.  He 
turned  and  looked  at  the  form  of  Garley,  a  still, 
huddled  figure  on  the  floor  a  little  behind  him,  and 
then  he  looked  back  to  his  men.  Quickly  he  addressed 
them  and  waved  them  from  the  room. 

Sheathing  the  dagger  at  his  waist  and  slipping 
his  revolver  back  into  the  holster,  the  Rajah  bent, 
lifted  the  woman  who  crouched  at  his  feet,  and 
carried  her  across  the  disorder  of  the  floor  and  out  of 
the  room. 

To  the  front  of  the  house  the  Rajah  went  in  the 
midst  of  a  party  of  his  men,  carrying  the  woman 
he  had  gone  to  seek  in  his  arms.  At  the  entrance 
he  gave  the  men  quick  orders  and  stepping  on  to  a 
narrow  terrace  in  front  of  the  building  put  her  gently 
down  on  a  stone  seat  there. 

"  Dear  heart ! — what  do  you  fear  now  ?  What  do 
you  fear — in  my  arms  ?  " 

He  felt  the  wild  beating  of  her  heart  quieten,  the 
shiver  of  her  body  slowly  cease.  For  a  moment  her 
dark,  weary  blue  eyes  were  uncovered  to  him. 
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"  Reuel !  " 

He  brushed  the  heavy,  fallen  hair  from  her  damp 
forehead. 

"  I  came  in  time,  beloved  ?  "  he  whispered.  "  I 
came  in  time." 

She  stirred  again,  her  arms  moved  up,  came  tight 
about  his  neck  ;  with  sudden  passion  she  clung  to 
him  so  that  he  could  feel  the  warmth  of  her  body 
against  him,  the  throbbing  of  her  heart  upon  his. 

"  Oh,  Reuel,  you  came "  she  gasped.  "  You 

came  just  in  time." 

"Valerie !" 

She  raised  her  head  even  as  he  bent  his  and  their 
lips  met  and  clung. 

A  crack  of  rifles  rang  down  the  street,  discharged 
in  the  heat  of  victory,  and  a  party  of  the  Rajah's 
men  rode  past  the  house  on  their  horses.  But  the 
man  and  woman  on  the  terrace  took  not  the  slightest 
notice.  With  their  arms  tight  about  each  other,  the 
disordered  street  before  them,  the  dismantled  house 
behind  them,  and  yells  and  shouts  and  jarring  noises 
still  sounding  all  about  them,  they  were  quite  oblivious 
to  everything  but  one  another.  All  circumstance 
and  position,  hopes,  fears,  and  hates,  were  forgotten 
in  the  wonder  of  the  love  which  held  them.  Time 
stood  still ;  place  and  circumstance  just  did  not 
count. 

"Valerie !" 

"  Oh,  Reuel — Ramazan — your  Highness — I  knew 
you  would  come  !  "  Valerie's  arms  tightened  con- 
vulsively about  him  ;  she  clung  to  him  passionately, 
half  sobbing.  Her  heavy  hair  in  all  its  dark,  dis- 
hevelled glory  lay  across  his  shoulder  and  arm,  and 
as  she  looked  up  at  him  the  thrilling  note  of  triumph 
in  her  voice  made  the  Rajah  tremble  of  a  sudden. 
"  There  was  only  you  who  could  save  me.  There 
was  only  you.  But  I  thought  you  would  come.  I 
knew  you  would  come  to  me — save  me.  I  think  it 
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was  only  that  thought  which  kept  me  from  going 
quite  mad  when  I  was  so  utterly  in  their  power — his 
power.  I  knew  you  would  come  !  " 

A  wild  rapture  and  triumph  surged  through  the 
Rajah,  causing  his  slender  figure  to  slightly  tremble. 
He  knew  she  was  his — utterly  his  then  ;  that  she 
had  come  to  love  him  as  he  loved  her.  She,  the 
beautiful  Valerie,  once  so  hard  and  cold,  now  clung 
to  him  with  complete  surrender  and  a  passion  which 
thrilled  him  with  its  wonderful  meaning. 

"  You  knew  I  would  come  ?  "  he  whispered,  his 
dark  eyes  gleaming  suddenly  as  they  looked  down 
into  hers.  "  That  I  would  seek  you  ?  " 

"  Yes,  Reuel.     I  knew  you  would  come." 

His  arms  tightened  about  her,  even  as  he  thrilled 
to  the  passionate  clasp  and  bare,  warm  softness  of 
hers.  Her  head  sank  back  upon  his  shoulder  as  he 
bent  his  and  again  their  lips  met  in  a  passionate  kiss. 

"  Valerie,"  he  whispered  at  last,  "  why  did  you 
leave  the  palace  ?  " 

She  trembled  slightly  against  him,  her  loose  hair 
crushed  upon  the  torn  silk  on  his  shoulder. 

"  Tell  me,  dearest.  Was  it  that  you  feared  me — 
still  ?  " 

"I— Reuel It  was  so  hard  to  go."  He  felt 

the  tremble  of  her  body  in  his  arms,  the  sudden 
racing  of  her  heart  on  his. 

"  Ah,  beloved,  have  you  not  yet  learnt  that  I 
love  you  ?  Merciless  as  I  can  be,  I  could  not  have 
harmed  you  as  he " 

"  Oh,  I  know,  Reuel,  I  know  !  "  she  gasped  suddenly, 
looking  up,  her  bare  arms  tightening  with  quick 
passion  about  him.  "  Spare  me,  Reuel.  Have  I 
not  suffered  enough  for  my  blind  folly — in  that  I 
left  your  palace  as  I  did  and  gave  myself  willingly 
into  his  power  !  " 

"  Yet — 'twas  through  me,  beloved.  It  was  because 
of  me  you  went."  A  sudden  look  of  pain  darkened 


RAMAZAN,  THE  RAJAH  285 

his  eyes  almost  to  blackness.  "  Ah,  beloved,  had  I 
known  you  would  leave  my  palace  and  go  into  the 
peril  of  the  country,  alone,  weaponless,  I  would  have 
let  you  go  from  me,  willingly.  Had  harm  come  to 
you " 

She  stirred  in  his  arms  and  looked  up  at  him. 
This  was  not  the  cool,  arrogant  Prince  she  knew. 
Even  in  the  dusk  she  could  see  the  stamp  his  suffer- 
ings of  the  night  had  left  upon  his  youthful,  good- 
looking  face.  He  had  suffered — he  cared !  His  eyes 
were  wide  and  dark,  his  face  pale  and  almost  haggard, 
with  lines  about  his  eyes  and  his  even  lips.  Yes,  he 
cared — he  cared  !  A  song  of  joy  surged  in  her  heart. 
Her  arms  slipped  up  and  about  his  neck  ;  she  rested 
against  him. 

"  But  you  came,  Reuel — you  came  and  saved  me  !  " 

Ramazan  closed  his  dark,  weary  eyes  and  held 
her  against  him. 

A  party  of  white-robed  figures  trooped  out  of  the 
house  and  down  to  the  street.  The  man  and  woman 
on  the  terrace  stirred. 

"  Is  he — dead  ?  "  she  whispered. 

"  Yes,"  snapped  the  Rajah,  stiffening.  "  A  mercy 
he  did  not  deserve !  "  Then  with  a  swift  change  of 
tone,  "  Ah,  beloved,  do  not  hate  my  Eastern  ways ; 
but  he  dared  to  harm  you,  to  take  you  from  me " 

"  Ah,  no,  I  should  love  you  for  it.  You  fought  for 
me,  Reuel,  endangering  your  own  life,"  she  cried. 
'  You  are  utterly — a  man." 

The  swift  gleam  in  his  dark  eyes  she  saw  and  then 
his  lips  were  crushed  upon  hers,  and  this  time  she 
gave  herself  willingly  to  his  passionate  embrace  and 
kiss.  His  supple,  steely  strength  stirred  no  fear  in 
her  now,  only  a  strange,  wild  joy,  and  the  power 
of  his  arms  about  her  gave  her  a  feeling  of  utter 
rest  and  security,  so  that  nothing  seemed  to  matter, 
only  that  he  should  hold  her  so  for  ever. 

After  a  while,  however,  she  noticed  the  crimson 
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which  stained  his  sleeve  and  shoulder  and  with  a 
faint  cry  she  slipped  from  his  arms.  But  Ramazan, 
seeing  her  suddenly  before  him  in  all  her  dishevelled 
beauty,  with  loosened  hair  and  torn  silk  blouse,  the 
signs  of  her  fierce  struggle,  gave  no  heed  to  her  cry. 
He  rose  to  his  feet  and  stood  stiff  and  tense,  regarding 
her.  She,  with  clasped  hands,  stood  looking  up  at 
him. 

"  Oh,  Valerie,  I  sent  you  to  this — it  was  through 
me  you  have  suffered."  His  eyes  darkened  again 
with  pain.  "  Yet — dear  heart,  I  made  you  suffer 
just  the  same.  Heaven  forgive  me,  I  used  you  no 
better  than  did  he.  When  you  were  helpless  in  my 
power,  I  made  you  suffer  even  as  he  did " 

"  No,  no,  Reuel ! "  She  came  against  him  and 
her  hand  went  up  across  his  drawn  lips.  "  Never  as 
he.  Ah,  no,  don't  compare  yourself  with  him.  With 
you  it  was — ah,  so  different — my  Prince  !  " 

"  Valerie !  "  His  arm  was  about  her,  his  dark 

eyes  looking  down  into  the  beauty  of  hers  ;  then  he 
bent  and  pressed  his  lips  against  her  bare  white 
shoulder. 

The  noise  about  the  house  and  village  had  died 
down  to  a  murmur  of  mingled,  jarring  sounds.  A 
party  of  the  Rajah's  men  were  collecting  their  horses. 

The  Rajah  lifted  the  woman  in  his  arms  and  carried 
her  from  the  terrace  and  so  bore  her  from  the  dis- 
mantled stone  house. 


CHAPTER  XXXIV 

DAWN  was  slowly  lightening  the  sky  in  the 
east,  sending  faint,  misty  shades  of  mauve 
and  orange  to  change  the  deep-blue 
blackness  of  night.  The  country  lay  wrapt  in  a  still 
quietness  in  that  hour  before  the  break  of  day,  a 
quietness  that  was  disturbed  by  but  few  sounds,  for 
even  the  prowling  beasts  of  night  had  slunk  back  to 
their  lairs ;  only  the  birds  heralded  the  coming  of 
day. 

In  the  native  village  the  dawn  silence  was  utterly 
broken.  Parties  of  the  Rajah's  men,  jostling,  dis- 
hevelled, triumphant  figures,  moved  about  the  road 
and  byways ;  parties  kept  well  in  hand  by  the 
determined  will  of  the  young  Prince. 

Ramazan,  standing  before  the  house  with  the 
woman  for  whom  he  had  fought  in  his  arms,  threw 
a  quick  glance  over  the  disorder  of  the  road,  a  cal- 
culating and  pitiless  glance.  Then  he  addressed  his 
men,  giving  them  quick  orders. 

Stepping  carefully  over  the  litter  of  bodies  and 
objects  in  the  road,  passing  through  his  triumphant 
men,  he  walked  a  short  way  up  the  street. 

It  was  still  dark  about  the  village  and  country, 
but  dawn  was  fast  lightening  the  sky  and  the  tints 
of  mauve  and  orange  were  now  joined  by  a  bright 
glow  of  rose. 

"  See,  my  beloved — the  dawn  !  " 

He  had  stopped  and  from  his  shoulder  she  looked 
at  the  glowing  Eastern  sky ;  then  her  arms  tightened 
about  his  neck. 

With  his  leisurely,  swinging  step  the  young  Rajah 
went,  with  a  musical  jingling  of  his  silver  spurs,  up 
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the  littered  road,  passing  moving  animals  and  natives, 
with  Valerie  again  his  captive — yet  now  an  utterly 
willing  captive.  Lying  in  his  arms  close  against  him, 
her  head  heavy  on  his  shoulder,  she  was  quite  content 
that  he  should  carry  her  through  the  soft,  fragrant, 
rainbow-tinted  dusk  of  the  dawn  away  from  the 
evil-smelling,  dirty  village  in  which  she  had  suffered 
so  much. 

By  the  side  of  a  low  wall,  which  ran  round  a  flat- 
looking  building  at  one  end  of  the  village,  he  stopped 
and  put  her  gently  down  upon  the  stone.  Her  arms 
slipped  half  reluctantly  from  about  his  neck  and  she 
looked  vaguely  round  her.  She  felt  his  slender 
fingers  in  her  hair  with  a  strong,  caressing,  yet  reverent 
touch.  He  drew  back  a  dark,  heavy  tress  and  raising 
it  crushed  it  against  his  lips.  Then,  turning,  he 
stepped  a  few  paces  off  and  called  to  two  of  his 
men. 

Valerie  sat  motionless,  her  hands  clasped  before 
her  and  her  deeply  blue  eyes  closed.  The  dawn  air 
came  cold  against  her  bare  arm  and  shoulder  now 
that  he  was  not  holding  her,  and,  rousing  herself, 
she  caught  back  the  dark  hair  which  fell  all  loose 
about  her  and,  with  a  strip  of  her  silk  blouse,  tied 
it  behind. 

Ramazan  returned  with  his  red  cloak  which  he  put 
about  her  slender,  lightly  clad  figure.  He  held  a 
native  robe,  but  seeing  his  wounded  shoulder  and 
arm  Valerie  started  up  in  quick  alarm  and  insisted, 
despite  his  protests,  on  binding  both  up  with  strips 
from  her  torn  blouse  and  the  scarlet  sash  he  wore 
about  his  waist. 

"  Oh,  Reuel,  why  did  you  carry  me  ?  "  she  whis- 
pered, seeing  that  the  torn  coat  clung  crimson  to  his 
shoulder. 

"  Because  you  were  weary,  my  Valerie,  and  because 
I  had  fought  for  you  and  won  you.  Is  not  my  strength 
for  you,  beloved  ?  And  you  would  try  it  so  little  !  " 
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She  stopped  in  the  gentle  touching  of  his  shoulder ; 
her  glance  leapt  to  his,  and  the  rich  colour  banished 
her  pallor.  He  felt  her  warm  breath  against  his 
cheek  and  bent  slightly  forward.  Their  lips  met 
and  clung  with  sudden  passion. 

He  sat  very  still  beneath  her  ministrations,  his 
eyes  half  closed.  She  saw  the  dark  glow  of  health 
was  not  so  obvious  on  his  tanned  face  and  noticed 
the  lines  which  showed  by  his  level  eyes  and  beautiful, 
set  lips.  The  sash  secure,  she  bent  suddenly,  slowly, 
nearer  and  pressed  her  lips  against  his  warm,  dark 
cheek. 

In  a  moment  he  had  sprung  up  and  caught  her 
against  him  ;  then,  over  her  head,  he  saw  horsemen 
approaching  the  village. 

The  sky  was  now  deepest  sapphire  and  the  won- 
derful, vivid  glow  of  red  in  the  east,  which  heralded 
the  rising  of  the  sun,  made  the  riders  plainly  visible. 
A  company  of  a  little  over  a  score,  they  came  down 
the  rough,  winding  track  towards  the  village  at  a 
gallop  that  did  not  spare  the  horses. 

The  Rajah's  arms  slackened  from  about  the  woman 
he  held ;  she  turned,  and  together  they  watched  the 
approaching  horsemen. 

"  They  are  English,"  she  said,  in  a  strangely  flat 
voice. 

"  Yes,"  he  answered. 

With  a  rumble  of  noise,  a  cloud  of  dust  and  a  rush 
of  cold  dawn  wind  the  horsemen  galloped  into  the 
village  and  drew  quick  rein.  Valerie  recognised 
Lewis,  Captain  Hampton,  Sergeant  Blake,  the  official 
Munro,  and  three  other  English  officials  from  a  neigh- 
bouring town,  with  Claude  a  hangdog  figure  behind 
them,  before  a  party  of  natives,  and  then  they  saw 
her  and  the  sudden  clamour  of  their  voices  made 
their  words  hardly  distinguishable. 

"  No,  no  ;  don't  worry,"  she  exclaimed  quickly,  in 
answer  to  them.  "  I  am  quite  safe — now." 
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The  company  of  horsemen  moved  and  swayed. 
Munro,  the  Captain,  and  Sergeant  Blake  gave  a 
quick  glance  to  their  own  company  of  natives  and 
then  looked  at  the  Rajah's  men  who  had  come  up 
from  the  village  and  now  stood  a  formidable  crowd 
at  some  distance  from  the  Prince.  The  sergeant 
swore.  A  faint  smile  showed  about  the  Rajah's 
clear-cut  lips. 

"  Your  Highness,"  Munro's  voice  came  clearly  above 
the  clatter,  "  I  call  upon  you  to  give  yourself  over 
to  our  charge." 

The  Captain  spurred  his  horse  forward,  but  between 
the  horsemen  and  the  Rajah  Valerie  quickly  stepped, 
her  hand  flung  up  to  check  them. 

"  No,  no !  Don't  you  understand  ?  It  is  His 
Highness  who  has  saved  me  !  The  Prince  came  to 
my  rescue  to-night,  even  breaking  into  this  thieves' 
den,  to  save  me.  Indeed,  it  is  to  him  I  owe — more  than 
my  life  !  You  would  have  been  too  late  to  save  me." 

Ramazan  stood  perfectly  motionless  in  the  sudden 
check  of  noise  that  followed.  His  dark  eyes  swiftly 
narrowed,  but  only  to  hide  their  look.  This  moment 
was,  of  all,  one  of  the  greatest  triumph  for  him. 
Before  him  she  stood,  noted  woman  of  society,  petted 
beauty  of  the  English,  she  whom  he  had  made  his 
captive  in  his  palace,  taking  his  side  against  these 
people,  her  people,  whom  she  had  once  been  so  eager 
to  serve  !  His  triumph  over  them  could  have  been 
complete,  indeed,  then.  Yet,  as  she  put  herself 
before  him,  his  love  for  her  surged  up  in  him  so  that 
it  overruled  all  triumph.  Of  a  moment  it  became 
so  utterly  sweet  and  intense  that  he  had  to  clench 
his  hands  and  hold  himself  rigid  lest,  in  some  way, 
he  should  betray  what  he  felt. 

Valerie's  words  had  obvious  effect  upon  the  men. 
Half  a  dozen  of  the  Englishmen  swung  off  their  saddles. 
Lewis  clasped  his  sister  in  his  arms.  One  of  the 
other  officials  moved  towards  the  Rajah. 
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'  Your  Highness,  you  are  wounded !  " 

"It  is  nothing."  Lightly  Ramazan  waved  him 
back.  "  A  slight  wound  taken  in  the  fray,  Captain. 
It  will  do  for  a  short  while." 

"  Raided  this  village,  eh  ?  "  Blake  pointed  down 
the  road  with  his  whip. 

"  And  cleaned  it  out  thoroughly,  I  hope."  The 
Rajah's  head  jerked  up  and  his  dark,  steady  glance 
went  on  to  the  sergeant  and  remained  fixed.  Blake 
coughed,  fumbled  with  his  reins  and  suddenly  made 
himself  scarce  amid  the  natives  behind  him.  Indeed, 
he  remained  out  of  sight  for  the  rest  of  that  morning. 

"  So  you've  attacked  this  village — and  rescued 
Miss  Ransome  ?  "  Hampton  was  holding  in  his 
horse. 

'Does  it  mean ?"    Munro  waved  a  hand  to 

the  disordered  village. 

"  It  means,  gentlemen,"  the  Rajah  stepped  forward 
and  addressed  the  other  men,  "  that  I  have  done  the 
work  which  you  have  been  endeavouring  to  do  for 
some  tune.  I  have  broken  up  that  company  of 
raiders  who,  for  some  time,  have  been  attacking 
travellers  in  this  country." 

Captain  Hampton  and  Munro  gave  exclamations  of 
surprise  ;  the  other  men  did  not  speak. 

"  I  did  not  think,"  Ramazan  turned  more  towards 
Munro,  "  that  it  would  be  in  circumstances  such  as 
these  that  I  should  give  you  an  explanation  and  the 
information  you  desire." 

"  Well  ?  "  Munro  was  all  attention.  The  other 
men  endeavoured  to  quieten  their  horses. 

"  When  last  we  were  together  I  was  not  quite  sure 
who  led  this  band  of  raiders,  and  therefore  I  could 
tell  you  nothing.  Since  then,  however,  I  have  got 
the  information  I  desired.  Then,  when,  after  leaving 
my  palace,  Miss  Ransome  fell  into  their  hands  I 
attacked  them  myself,  and  have,  I  think,  broken  up 
the  band.  Most  are  dead  and  the  rest  my  men  hold 
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prisoners.  These  prisoners  shall  be  given  into  your 
charge,  as  well  as  this  village,  in  which,  I  think, 
much  of  their  plunder  is  stored." 

Munro  drew  a  swift,  relieved  breath,  and  looked 
into  the  village  about  which  natives  still  moved. 

"  Gad,  you've  done  our  work  for  us !  "  exclaimed 
Lewis,  his  arm  about  his  sister. 

"  But "  Munro  began,  and  then  hesitated. 

"  No."  Ramazan  seemed  to  read  the  official's 
thought  and  came  up  stiffly.  "  It  was  not  Princes 
of  this  land  who  sent  that  band  about.  Go  down  to 
that  stone  house  there  and  my  men  will  show  you 
their  leader." 

"  But  why  did  you  attack  us  ?  "  Captain  Hampton 
moved  forward.  "  Why  did  you  keep  us  in  your 
palace  and  warn  those  Princes  ?  " 

"  Yes,"  Munro  added,  "  why  did  you  keep  us 
prisoners  and  send  to  those  Indians  ?  " 

"Is  it  not  obvious  why,  since  you  were  going  to 
accuse  the  wrong  men  ?  "  Ramazan  continued.  '  You 
must  know  that  there  are  many  in  this  country  who 
strive  to  cause  unrest.  It  would  please  them  exceed- 
ingly to  break  up  your  friendship  with  the  Princes 
here.  So,  a  tale  was  taken  to  the  ears  of  certain 
Princes  that  the  British  authorities  were  sending 
certain  people  to  spy  upon  them  unknown — forgive 
me,  but  that  is  what  was  said."  Ramazan  coolly 
broke  off  as  the  men  before  him  exclaimed.  "  Hearing 
of  this  tale,  for  I  am  on  friendly  terms  with  many  of 
these  Princes,  I  at  once  said  it  was  not  true,  that  it 
was  purely  a  friendly  visit  and  that  they  would  receive 
warning  of  the  British  representatives  coming.  That 
warning  I  sent  on  your  behalf." 

"  Ah  !  "     Munro  was  considering. 

"  But — hang  it  all ! — why  did  you  attack  us  ? " 
Captain  Hampton  exclaimed.  "  Why  didn't  you 
come  and  explain  all  this  to  us  then  ?  " 

"  Would  you  have  believed  me  if  I  had  ?  "    Then 
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Ramazan  smiled  as  Hampton  did  not  answer.  "  It 
was  the  only  way.  I  had  no  proof  then  to  show  you 
that  I  was  working  for  you.  Now,  however,  the 
proof  lies  in  this  village." 

"  Then,  your  Highness — we  have  much  to  thank 
you  for,"  Lewis  spoke,  his  arm  still  about  his  sister. 

"  Indeed,  we're  in  your  debt,  Prince.  You've  saved 
us  some  trouble.  We're  on  the  wrong  track  com- 
pletely." Munro  fumbled  with  his  reins  and  hand- 
kerchief. "  But — but  why  should  you  do  all  this 
for  us  ?  Why  did  you  work  for  us ?  " 

'  You  do  not  know  why  I  should  help  you  ?  " 
Ramazan  was  smiling,  smiling  deeply. 

"  Well " 

"  I  help  you  because  I  am  one  of  you.  I  help  you 
because  I  am  white,  and  not  an  Indian." 

Valerie  felt  no  surprise,  no  amazement.  That 
revelation  brought  no  cry  from  her  and  quickened 
her  heartbeats  only  a  little.  It  seemed  to  her  she 
had  known — had  known  for  some  time,  though  the 
thought  of  it  had  never  entered  her  head  till  that 
moment. 

Lewis,  Hampton,  and  two  of  the  other  officials 
cried  out  in  amazement.  Before  the  men  Ramazan 
stood,  a  native  robe  about  him,  a  white  turban  tight 
about  his  head,  yet  in  his  light  skin,  only  deeply 
tanned,  his  straight  features,  level  brown  eyes,  they 
saw  the  proof  of  his  words.  Saw  that  Reuel  de 
Ramazan  was  not  Indian  but  white  like  themselves. 

Munro  laughed. 

"  Gad,  I  thought  so !  "  he  cried. 

Ramazan  put  up  a  hand  as  the  Englishmen  clamoured 
about  him. 

"  Gentlemen,  it  is  no  short  tale  and  this  is  scarcely 
the  time  for  it "  he  began. 

"  Lord  !  "—one  of  the  other  officials  also  laughed— 
"  you  succeeded  very  well.  There's  not  many  know 
the  truth." 
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"  So  you've  been  working  for  us  ?  "  Munro  spoke. 
"  But  it's  known  you  assisted  Princes  who " 

"  Say,  rather,  I  assist  you  both,"  said  Ramazan. 
"  I  know  that  it  is  for  the  good  of  both  sides  that 
friendship  should  remain  between  you  and  the  Princes 
here,  so  I  endeavour,  to  the  best  of  my  ability,  to 
keep  or  help  that  friendship  between  you." 

Munro  nodded.  "  It  seems  you  would  help  us  more 
then  anyone  else,"  he  began. 

"  But  how  have  you " 

"  Gentlemen " — Ramazan  drew  his  native  robe 
about  him  against  the  cold  air  of  dawn — "  will  you 
not,  ere  we  discuss  this  matter  further,  go  down 
into  the  village  and  see  for  yourselves  who  was 
responsible  for  this  band  of  natives.  Then,  when 
you  have  seen,  we  will  find  a  fitting  place  in  which 
to  talk." 

The  men  who  had  dismounted  got  to  saddle  again 
and  the  Englishmen  spurred  down  the  dirty,  littered 
road  followed  by  half  of  their  natives  and  a  party  of 
the  Rajah's  men. 

Lewis,  the  hangdog  Claude,  and  one  of  the  officials 
alone  remained  behind  with  Ramazan  and  the  woman. 

Lewis  moved  swiftly  to  the  young  Rajah's  side — 
for  the  Rajah  Ramazan  must  remain  by  virtue  of 
the  position  he  held. 

"  Prince,  I — I  am  exceedingly  sorry  we  have  mis- 
judged you.  And — and  for  the  way  we've  acted — 
hang  it  all ! — you  understand  ?  And  we'll  be  ever 
in  your  debt  for  you  rescuing  my  sister  to-night " 

Ramazan's  slender  hand  clasped  the  Englishman's. 

"  Do  not  say  any  more,  Mr.  Ransome.  We  will 
both  forget  many  things.  You  had  every  reason  to 
doubt  me.  As  for  your  sister — there  is  no  debt." 


CHAPTER  XXXV 

MUNRO  stood  on  the  steps  of  a  low,  white 
villa,  holding  his  riding  whip  in  one  hand, 
and  clasping  the  hand  of  the  Rajah  with 
the  other. 

'  You've  helped  us.  I  see  that.  If  at  any  time  you're 
near  one  of  our  headquarters,  we'll  be  pleased  to  see  you." 

The  villa  belonged  to  a  certain  Prince  of  the  Rajah's 
acquaintance,  and  it  was  there  the  Europeans  with 
their  natives  and  prisoners  and  Ramazan  with  his  men 
had  come  from  the  now  deserted  village  about  three 
miles  away. 

Preparations  for  the  return  to  civilisation  had  been 
made.  Lewis  and  Valerie  Ransome  and  Captain 
Hampton  were  returning  to  Poona  as  soon  as  the  Rajah's 
car  arrived  to  take  them.  The  other  Englishmen, 
with  Claude,  their  natives  and  prisoners  and  an  escort 
of  Ramazan's  men,  had  already  started  on  the  journey 
back  to  official  headquarters,  Munro  being  the  last  to 
leave. 

"  You  return  to  Kashmine  ?  "  Munro  questioned. 

"  Yes."  Ramazan's  voice  was  level  and  emotion- 
less. "  But  if  you  desire  any  evidence  or  further 
information  a  message  sent  back  with  my  men  will 
bring  me  to  you." 

As  Munro  galloped  after  his  party  Ramazan  turned 
and  ascended  the  steps,  slowly,  half  wearily.  At  the 
top  he  met  the  neat,  white-clad  figure  of  Tom  Hampton. 

"  One  of  your  men  has  just  arrived  and  says  the 
car'll  be  here  about  noon."  The  Englishman  spoke  a 
trifle  abruptly. 

The  two  men  regarded  each  other  and  the  looks  of 
brown  and  blue  eyes  held  steady. 

295 
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"  I  will  see  that  a  party  of  my  men  are  ready  to 
start  with  you,"  said  Ramazan.  "  Your  preparations 
are  all  made  ?  " 

"  Yes."  The  Captain's  head  jerked  up  suddenly. 
"  And  Miss  Ransome  accompanies  us." 

Again  the  looks  of  the  two  men  met  and  held  and 
there  was  faint  challenge  in  that  of  the  Captain  while 
his  hands  were  clenched  at  his  sides  and  his  tone  was 
half  question,  half  assertion.  There  was  silence  for  a 
moment ;  then  Ramazan  slightly  inclined  his  head. 

"  Miss  Ransome  accompanies  you,"  he  said,  and, 
passing  the  Englishman,  stepped  on  to  a  terrace  before 
the  villa. 

As  he  walked  along  the  terrace  Ramazan's  spurs 
scarce  made  a  sound  for  the  slowness  and  evenness  of 
his  step.  Reaching  a  long  couch,  he  sat  down  and 
stared  out  at  the  country  which  lay  before  the 
villa. 

The  morning  was  fine  ;  the  sun,  a  ball  of  fire,  blazed 
in  the  pure  blue  of  the  sky  and  in  its  golden  light  the 
greens  and  browns  and  purples  of  the  country  mingled 
in  a  wonderful  pattern  about  the  land. 

There  was  a  droop  to  the  young  Rajah's  slender 
figure  as  he  sat  on  the  couch,  a  droop  quite  foreign 
to  his  usual  aloft,  upright  carriage.  It  was  as  though 
weariness  weighted  him  down,  and  his  wide,  dark  eyes, 
staring  out  to  the  country,  saw  nothing  of  the  rich, 
tropical  land. 

Valerie,  coming  out  of  the  villa  on  to  the  terrace, 
moved  softly  to  the  couch  and  put  one  long,  white 
hand  on  his  unwounded  shoulder. 

"  Reuel !  " 

At  the  touch  and  his  softly  spoken  name  Ramazan's 
drooping  figure  came  up  rigid  on  the  couch  ;  his  muscles 
seemed  to  become  taut ;  she  felt  the  stiffness  of  his 
shoulder  beneath  her  hand. 

"  Reuel,  where  have  you  been  hiding  yourself  ?  " 
There  was  faint  raillery  in  her  voice.  "  I  have  not 
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seen  you  alone  since  we  came  here,  and  Lew  says  we 
shall  start  from  here  to-day." 

Ramazan  did  not  answer.  How  could  he  tell  her 
that  he  had  dreaded  to  meet  her  ? — that  he  had  been 
striving  for  courage  for  this  meeting. 

Her  glance  rested  on  him,  noting  the  white  turban 
and  native  robe  flung  loosely  about  his  shoulders 
showing  the  white  breeches  and  shirt  beneath. 

"  It  is  so  strange,"  she  exclaimed.  "  I  can  hardly 
understand  it  yet.  That  you  are  white " 

He  turned  towards  her  and  his  expression  baffled 
her,  or  rather  there  was  little  expression  at  all  on  his 
tanned  face  and  his  dark  eyes  were  inscrutable. 

"  Did  you  never  guess  ?  Did  you  never  find  out 
the  truth ?  " 

"  I — I  don't  know.  And  yet  I  should  have  known 
from  the  first.  You  were  so  different.  Your  ways 
were  not  native  ways.  You  were  so  different  to  others 
of  your  position.  I — I  should  have  known " 

"  When  I  asked  you  to  marry  me  I  thought  you 
knew,"  he  said.  "  Then,  when  I  thought  you  had 
played  with  me,  I  was  glad  you  did  not  know  for,  as  a 
— native,  I  could  hurt  you  more.  I  determined  never 
to  tell  you." 

She  slipped  one  hand  about  his  arm. 

"  I  should  have  known.  Tell  me  now  about  your- 
self, Reuel,"  she  whispered.  "  You  have  been  in  talk- 
ing with  the  men,  but  I  know  nothing.  Tell  me  now." 

"  You  mean,  how  it  comes  that  I  am  a  white  man 
and  yet  the  Rajah  of  Kashmine  ?  It  is  not  a  short 
or  over-pleasant  tale,  but  I  will  not  weary  you  with 
details.  My  father  was  an  Englishman  and  my  mother 
a  Spanish  girl.  She  died  when  I  was  a  child.  From 
her  I  get  my  fiery  temper  and  dark  skin,  by  which 
you  were  deceived  in  thinking  me  Indian.  When  I 
was  young,  not  more  than  a  child,  my  father,  who 
held  a  position  with  the  British  authorities  here,  was 
carrying  a  large  sum  of  money  on  a  certain  journey 
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through  the  country.  It  became  known,  as  such  things 
will  become  known.  We — for  I  was  with  my  father 
then — were  attacked  in  a  lonely  part  of  the  country 
through  which  we  travelled,  our  whole  party  killed, 
including  my  father,  and  the  money  taken.  I  and  an 
old  servant  alone  survived.  Two  days  later  we  were 
found  wandering  near  a  forest  by  the  Rajah  of  Kash- 
mine,  then  out  hunting.  He  took  me  back  to  his 
province  and  palace.  It  happened  that  he  had  no  son, 
and  so  this  elderly  Prince  adopted  me  and  brought 
me  up  as  his  son  to  succeed  him.  When  he  died  I 
became  Rajah  of  Kashmine." 

As  his  low,  even  voice  ceased,  silence  fell  for  a  short 
while  upon  the  terrace  ;  silence  hi  which  the  tinkle 
of  a  fountain  at  the  side  of  the  villa  could  be  heard. 
Then  slowly  she  spoke  and  the  low,  soft  tone  of  her 
voice  made  him  catch  his  breath. 

"  Reuel,  you  have  proved  yourself.  No  other  man, 
under  the  circumstances,  would  have  remained  as  you 
are  now.  They  would  have  become  native,  but  you 
have  remained — white." 

He  looked  down  at  her,  at  the  dark  head  resting 
against  his  shoulder,  the  beauty  of  her  enhanced  by 
the  white  and  yellow  draperies  she  had  obtained  from 
the  women  at  the  villa  to  cover  her  torn  riding  dress. 

"  You  can  say  that — remembering  all  that  passed 
in  my  palace  ?  " 

"  I  can  say  that,  remembering  everything." 

Her  blue  eyes  looked  up,  wide  and  steady,  into  his. 
For  a  moment  their  gaze  held.  Then  he  forced  his 
look  from  hers  and  sprang  up  from  the  couch. 

He  knew  it  was  going  to  be  hard — the  course  he 
had  set  himself  to  take  ;  so  hard  that  he  scarcely 
dared  think  of  it  and  he  prayed  for  strength  to  carry 
it  through. 

"  You  do  not — hate  me  now  ?  " 

"  Hate  you  ?  " 

The  tone  of  her  voice  made  him  look  down  at  her, 


RAMAZAN,   THE   RAJAH  299 

and  what  he  saw  in  those  deeply  blue  eyes  was  not 
hate  but  love — love  that  made  his  senses  reel  and  took 
all  will  from  him. 

He  turned  from  her,  crushing  his  hands  against  his 
lips  to  keep  back  the  cry  which  came  from  his  heart. 

He  knew  her  his  then — utterly,  wholly  his.  The 
woman  of  Poona  had  completely  gone  ;  this  was  the 
woman,  a  thousand  times  more  beautiful,  whom  he 
had  wooed  from  the  civilised  statue  and  won  to  love. 
She  loved  him.  She  was  his — his  ! 

Dear  God  !   how  could  he  give  her  up  ? 

Reuel  de  Ramazan's  ardent  nature  caused  his  pas- 
sions and  feelings  to  be  very  intense.  The  anguish 
which  gripped  him  then  was  such  that  was  almost 
beyond  his  endurance.  Because  he  knew  it  so  little 
and  it  now  concerned  the  love  of  his  life,  he  found 
renunciation  very  terrible.  But  in  the  last  forty-eight 
hours  he  had  suffered,  and  only  through  suffering  can 
love  be  proved.  Passionate  as  was  his  love,  it  was 
not  now  selfish.  It  was  not  for  himself  that  he  must 
think,  but  for  her.  For  her  sake  he  must  let  her  go. 

Yes,  for  her  sake  he  must  let  her  go.  Of  her  he  must 
think — not  himself 

"  No,  Reuel,  I  do  not  hate  you — now,"  her  voice 
came  in  a  soft,  low  murmur. 

He  turned  to  her.  The  steely  control  he  had  set 
upon  himself,  the  stress  of  the  passion  he  had  struggled 
through,  left  him  very  white  beneath  his  deep  tan. 

"  In  spite  of  the  way  I  treated  you  when  I  held  you 
my  captive  ?  Even  though  I  have  thwarted  you  all 
ways  and  made  your  journey  into  this  country  use- 
less ?  " 

"  Oh,  I  am  glad,  Reuel,  glad !  "  Her  head  was 
thrown  back  and  her  voice  came  low,  yet  vibrant. 
"  Will  you  ever  forgive  me  for  thinking — oh,  how  can 
I  say  it ! — for  thinking  you  were  an  outlaw  here  ?  Oh, 
we've  been  repaid — finely  !  "  Her  voice  broke  almost 
in  a  sob.  "  One  of  our  own  people  led  those  natives, 
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and  one  of  them  was — my  own  brother  !  "  Her  head 
sank,  and  then  came  up  again.  "  Oh,  I  am  glad — 
glad  you  cornered  us  and  ruined  our  plans.  Glad  that 
you  prevented  us  visiting  those  Princes,  as  we  planned. 
We  owe  you  much  for  stopping  us." 

"  Valerie  !  How  can  you  speak  so  remembering  my 
treatment  of  you  in  my  palace  ?  Remembering  how 
I  forced  you  to  my  will ;  how  I  mastered  you  and 
used  my  mastery  of  you  ?  " 

"  Reuel " — he  could  hardly  hear  her  low,  half- 
murmured  words — "  I  think  you  knew  the  way  to  win 
me." 

His  hands  clenched  at  his  sides. 

"  God  forgive  me — winning  you  that  way." 

"  I  think  it  was — the  only  way,"  came  her  murmured 
words. 

"  Yet,  through  it  I  must  lose  you " 

"  Lose  me ?  "  She  looked  up,  her  eyes  widen- 
ing, and  the  faint  apprehension  which  had  stirred  in 
her  at  his  strange  conduct  increased. 

He  looked  down  at  her. 

"  Would  you  find  happiness  in  my  Eastern  harem  ?  " 

Her  eyes  widened  and  darkened,  and  then  were  very 
bright  and  steady. 

"  Yes,"  she  said,  "  for  you  would  be  my  lover,  and, 
in  it,  I  should  be  the  woman  you  would  love." 

"  You  know,  dear  heart !  You  know  I  have  not 
found  love  or  pleasure  in  my  harem,  for  the  woman 
I  wanted  was  not  there.  The  harem  at  Kashmine 
was  the  harem  of  the  old  Rajah — not  mine.  Trada 
was  a  daughter  of  his." 

Valerie  sat  with  her  hands  against  her  breast ;  her 
eyes  were  bright  beneath  their  dark  lashes.  Ramazan 
looked  across  the  terrace. 

"  When  you  scorned  me  I  determined  to  take  you 
and  make  you  suffer.  You  thought  I  was  an  Indian 
and  I  let  you  think  I  was  one.  In  my  palace  I  did 
everything  to  make  you  suffer.  Knowing  how  civilised 
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you  were,  I  forced  you  to  see  and  feel  all  the  indolent, 
passionate  sensuality  of  the  East.  Knowing  you  would 
hate  it,  I  forced  you  to  endure  Eastern  life,  Eastern 
ways " 

He  paused ;  Valerie  sat  on  the  couch,  her  hands 
pressed  to  her  swiftly  beating  heart,  her  dark  lashes 
hiding  the  deeply  blue  eyes. 

"  Valerie,  don't  you  understand  ?  "  He  made  a 
sudden,  sharp  gesture,  but  did  not  turn  towards 
her.  "  By  my  own  actions  have  I  given  up  all 
hope  of  you.  I  am  white,  half  English,  and  so  is  my 
conduct  beyond  all  excuse.  I  was  a  brute  to  you.  I 
acted  as  no  real,  honourable  Englishman  would  have 
done.  I  acted  more  like  an  Oriental,  and,  had  I  been 
an  Oriental,  it  would  not  have  been  so  bad.  I  saw 
you  and  I  decided  at  once  you  should  be  mine.  When 
you  would  have  none  of  me,  I  watched  you,  followed  you 
in  the  country,  captured  you,  and  took  you  to  my  palace. 
There — ah,  you  know  how  I  treated  you  !  I  wanted 
only  to  humiliate  you — to  master  you  and  make  you 
suffer.  My  anger  and  arrogance  was  so  great  that  I 
did  not  care  how  much  I  hurt  myself  in  harming 
you " 

"  Yet — you  spared  me  !  "  she  whispered. 

"  But  I  would  not  have  done  so  !  "  he  exclaimed, 
almost  hoarsely.  "  I  would  have  made  you  suffer — 

I  would  have  made  you  mine  that  night " 

'  Yet  did  not." 

"  Ah,  there  is  no  excuse  for  me,  Valerie.  Can  you 
possibly  forget  my  treatment  of  you,  when  I  had  you 
in  my  power,  in  my  palace ?  " 

"  Reuel,  it  was  my  own  fault.  There  is  every  excuse 
for  you.  It's  I  who  treated  you  so  shamefully.  Oh, 
Reuel — Reuel,  can  you  ever  forgive  me  ?  "  Her  hands 
went  out  and  caught  his  that  was  clenched  so  tightly 
at  his  side  and,  despite  his  resistance,  her  fingers 
slipped  about  and  clung  to  his  so  that  she  held  one  of 
his  slender  hands  imprisoned.  "  Reuel,  can  you  for- 
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give  me  ?  For  tricking  and  deceiving  you  ;  for  think- 
ing to  play  with  you  and  make  you  my  tool  for  my 
own  utterly  selfish  ends  ?  And  for  refusing — the  great 
gift  of  your  love  ?  Ah,  Reuel — can  you  forgive ?  " 

"  Beloved,  I  have  nothing  to  forgive." 

Her  breath  came  quickly,  like  a  faint  sigh.  She 
looked  down  at  the  slender  hand  she  held,  deep  tanned 
by  the  tropic  sun,  the  fingers  long  and  slim  yet  exceed- 
ingly strong,  the  nails  quite  unstained  by  henna,  at 
the  gleaming  band,  of  plain  silver,  round  his  slender, 
wiry  wrist  and  at  the  rings  on  his  fingers,  one  of  Eastern 
design  and  the  other  flashing  with  white  and  red  stones. 
Suddenly  she  bent  and  pressed  her  warm  lips  against 
that  slender  brown  hand. 

"  Valerie  !  " 

He  half  turned  and  as  she  raised  her  head,  faintly 
smiling,  their  looks  met  and  held  in  a  tense,  eloquent 
regard  which  had  a  smouldering  flame  behind.  Neither 
moved  nor  spoke  and  the  slight  wind  sighed  softly  in 
the  trees  about  the  villa,  and  brought  strange,  sweet 
scents  up  to  the  terrace.  Then  he  forced  his  look 
from  hers,  struggling  to  control  himself,  and,  snatching 
his  hand  from  her,  turned  again. 

"  Reuel,  you  have  nothing  to  reproach  yourself  for," 
her  voice  came  swift,  low.  "  If  you  made  me  suffer — 
I  have  only  myself  to  thank.  It  was  my  own  fault ; 
I  tricked  and  played  with  you  and  for  my  deceit  you 
made  me  pay.  But,  oh,  Reuel,  you  changed  me — 
and  I  am  glad — glad  !  I  was  so  utterly  selfish ;  a 
cold,  calculating  being  who  only  wanted  to  amuse  her- 
self, who  didn't  care  to  what  lengths  of  deceit  she 
went  for  her  own  desires.  But  you — you  showed  me 
the  deceitful,  selfish  thing  I  was  ;  you  showed  me  that 
there  could  be  other  things  besides  my  own  desires — 
you  made  me  realise  I  was  a  woman " 

"  For  which  I  must  lose  you,"  he  said  hoarsely. 
"  Ah,  Valerie,  beloved,  'tis  torture  to  give  you  up — 
now  that  I  have  won — your  love  !  Now  that  life  could 
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be  so  utterly  sweet  for  us  in  this  warm  land  of  blue 
and  gold  .  .  ." 

"  Reuel  " — Valerie's  eyes  were  suddenly  dark  and 
all  trace  of  colour  had  left  her  face — "  do  you  mean — 
that  our  love  can  never  be  ?  " 

Ramazan  crushed  an  end  of  his  white  robe  against 
his  burning  lips,  and  took  an  unsteady  step  from  the 
couch.  He  could  not  answer  her. 

"  Oh,  why— why ?  " 

He  struggled  to  control  himself. 
'  You  ask  me  that,  knowing  the  tyrant,  the  utter 
devil  I  can  be  at  times  ?  "  he  whispered  hoarsely.     "  I 
have  lived  so  long  out  here,  an  Eastern  Prince.     Civili- 
sation has  not  meant  much  to  me.     I  am  half  Eastern 


"  Reuel,  you  should  know  if  such  things  matter." 
She  came  to  her  feet  and  took  a  step  towards  him. 
"  You  should  know  if  such  things  matter  to  love.  If 
we  love  each  other,  what  does  anything  else  count  ?  " 

Her  arms  were  about  him.  He  endeavoured  to  put 
her  from  him,  but  a  flame  as  of  fire  surged  in  them, 
the  flame  of  pure  passion,  primitive,  irresistible.  They 
swayed  together,  and  then  she  was  in  his  arms  and 
he  held  her  crushed  against  him. 

It  was  a  sweet  taste  of  paradise,  all  the  more  sweet 
that  they  suffered  for  it.  He  knew  that  he  was  making 
it  harder  for  himself  ;  that  renunciation  would  become 
all  the  more  terrible.  Yet  he  could  not  resist  taking 
the  bliss  of  that  moment.  The  bitter,  yet  intense 
sweetness  of  it  would  have  to  last  him  for  many  weary, 
lonely  days.  She  was  his,  all  his,  for  those  short, 
sweet  moments. 

Valerie,  crushed  in  his  arms,  hardly  troubling  to 
think  or  question,  felt  the  wild,  heavy  throbbing  of 
his  heart.  Her  arms  tightened  and  clung  about  him. 

"  How  can  you  let  me  go — how  can  you  let  me 
go !  "  she  almost  sobbed 

"  For  your  own  sake "  he  whispered. 
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Her  white  fingers  strayed  up  and  caressed  his  cheek  ; 
her  arms,  from  which  the  draperies  had  slipped,  folded 
tight  about  his  neck. 

"  O  prince  of  my  heart !  "  she  whispered.  "  How 
can  you  let  me  go  ?  " 

"  O  love  of  my  life  !  "  he  answered.  "It  is  like 
being  tortured  to  death  to  give  you  up." 

"  Then  keep  me ! "  Her  slender  body  pressed 
against  his  so  that  he  could  feel  the  warm,  surging 
life  of  her  in  his  arms.  "  I  am  yours." 

"  Valerie  ! — You  make  it  so  hard  for  me,"  he  whis- 
pered unevenly  above  her  dark  head.  Then  in  a 
slightly  calmer  tone,  "  You  are  mine — yet  I  can  let 
you  go  because  my  love  for  you  is  stronger  than  all 
else." 

He  lifted  her  and  put  her  back  upon  the  couch,  and 
gently  but  firmly  released  himself  from  her  clinging 
arms. 

"  Once  my  love  was  selfish,  but  it  is  not  so  now, 
dear  heart,  and  for  your  own  sake  I  must  have  the 
strength  to  let  you  go.  For  my  life  is  not  yours.  I 
made  you  love  me  ;  at  first  I  did  not  care  if  you  hated 
me,  but  later  I  endeavoured  to  make  you  love  me.  I 
have  made  you  love  the  East  too.  But  it  is  not  your 
life.  You  must  leave  it  and  I  must  not  hold  you  here. 
When  you  are  back  in  civilisation  you  will  forget " 

"  Reuel,"  she  said  slowly,  "  don't  you  know  I  love 
you  ?  Even  when  I  did  not  know — even  when  I 
thought  you  an  Indian — I  loved  you ;  I  could  not 
help  it " 

Ramazan  caught  one  hand  against  his  mouth, 
smothering  the  exclamation  on  his  lips.  He  wondered 
vaguely  if  his  love  would  prove  so  unselfish,  if  he 
would  have  the  strength  to  let  her  go. 

"  Reuel — Reuel !  do  you  know  what  you're  say- 
ing ?  "  Valerie's  beautiful  face  was  white  to  the  lips 
and  her  hands  crushed  the  light  draperies  to  her  side. 
"  Don't  you  understand — I  love  you.  Many  men  have 
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spoken  to  me  of  love,  but  love  never  troubled  me  until 
you  came,  until  you  won  me,  and  consequently  love 
now  fills  all  the  world  for  me — love  for  you,  Reuel. 
If  you  take  that  love  from  me,  what  shall  I  have  to 
live  for,  since  that  love  which  you  have  shown  me 
means  everything  to  me  now  ?  I  did  not  live,  I  did 
not  know  what  life  was  until  I  met  you.  .  .  .  You 
have  changed  the  world  for  me.  .  .  .  You  are  divine 
in  all  that  you  have  shown  and  taught  me " 

"  Don't,  Valerie  !  "  Ramazan  swayed  against  the 
balustrade  of  the  terrace  and,  leaning  heavily  upon 
it,  strove  furiously  to  keep  control  of  himself. 

"  Reuel."  She  struggled  to  her  feet.  "  I  am  yours. 
Take  me !  " 

She  stood  before  the  couch,  with  arms  slightly  held 
out,  a  lovely,  slender  woman,  beautiful  in  her  surren- 
der. Ramazan  wondered  how  much  longer  he  could 
control  himself,  how  much  more  he  could  endure. 

"  Ramazan,"  she  whispered,  "  you  have  the  power. 
Take  me — keep  me ! " 

"  Yes,  I  have  the  power,"  he  burst  out.  "  I  have 
the  power  to  take  you  and  keep  you,  and  that  is  why 
it  is  so  hard  for  me !  " 

The  tone  of  his  voice  made  her  realise  she  was  tor- 
turing him,  and  weakly  she  sank  back  upon  the  couch. 

"  Oh,  I  can't  go  back — I  can't  go  back — to  the  old 
life."  Her  white  fingers  gripped  the  draperies  at  her 
breast.  "  It  will  be  so  cold  and  empty  and  purpose- 
less. It  will  be  unendurable  after  I've  known  a  life 
so  different " 

"  Do  you  think "  cut  in  Ramazan  hoarsely. 

"  Do  you  think — it  is  easy  for  me  to  let  you  go  ?  Dear 
God  !  do  you  think  it  easy  for  me  ?  I  who  have 
longed  and  waited  for  love.  Many  women  could  I 
have  had  — but  it  was  not  the  love  I  wanted.  I  waited 
— and  you  came.  You  were  my  love.  I  captured  you 
and — I  won  you  !  Dear  heart !  do  you  think  it  easy 
for  me  to  give  you  up,  knowing  your  love  is  mine, 
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knowing  you  mine  for  the  taking,  after  all  my  longing 
and  my  waiting  ?  " 

Valerie  sat  mute  on  the  couch.  She  wished  to  speak, 
to  fight  for  their  love,  but  his  low,  passion-stirred  voice 
held  her  mute. 

"  Ah,  Valerie,  beloved  of  my  heart,  do  you  think  it 
is  easy  for  me  to  give  you  up  ?  Rather  do  I  pray  for 
strength  to  let  you  go  !  Do  you  think  what  my  life 
will  be  now  without  you — desolate  and  alone,  my  fierce 
longing  almost  beyond  endurance.  What  will  my 
palace  be  to  me  ?  How  can  I  return  to  it  when  your 
presence  there  will  be  so  real  ?  In  the  fragrant  still- 
ness of  Eastern  nights  I  must  lie  alone  and  desolate — 
for  there  is  no  other  woman  for  me.  With  every  throb 
of  my  heart  I  shall  long  for  you.  ...  In  the  blue 
of  the  Indian  sky  I  shall  see  your  eyes  ;  in  the  palm 
blossom  your  fair,  white  beauty — ah,  Valerie,  will  you 
suffer  as  I  ?  " 

She  swayed  towards  him  and  slipped  down  at  his 
feet  since  he  would  not  take  her  in  his  arms. 

"  Oh,  keep  me,  Reuel — keep  me  !  Don't  let  me  go. 
You  would  only  torture  us  both " 

Ramazan  stood  very  still  of  a  sudden.  She  knelt 
at  his  feet,  clinging  to  him,  pleading  for  love,  and  sud- 
denly he  remembered  how  he  had  once  vowed  to  bring 
her  to  her  knees  before  him.  Little  had  he  thought 
then  that  it  would  bring  him,  not  triumph,  but  pain 
almost  unendurable.  Almost  roughly  he  raised  her. 

"  Not  at  my  feet,  dear — but  I  ever  at  yours." 

A  noise  and  bustle  came  suddenly  from  before  the 
villa.  The  Rajah's  large  yellow  car  came  slowly  and 
almost  noiselessly  to  a  stop  before  the  steps  and  the 
Indians  sprang  out  to  meet  those  from  the  villa. 

Valerie's  hands  tightened  on  Ramazan,  heedless  of 
his  wounded  shoulder  and  arm. 

"  You  are  sending  me  back  to  civilisation.  Oh, 
Reuel,  don't  you  know  what  life  you  are  sending  me 
back  to  ?  That  life  which  I  lived  before  you  came 
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into  it.  It  will  not  be  endurable  now.  What  do  you 
think  it  will  be  to  me  after  I  have  dwelt  in  the  East, 
in  your  palace — after  what  you  have  shown  me  there  ? 
I  could  never  forget.  You  know  I  could  not.  What 
will  it  be  to  me  after  the  beautiful,  carefree  life  here, 
in  which  I  have  learnt  so  much  and  found  love  ?  Will 
you  banish  me  to  my  empty,  purposeless  life  in  civilisa- 
tion— from  the  warm,  beautiful,  ardent  life  that  is 
here  ?  Will  you  shut  me  out  from  love ?  " 

"  It  is  your  life " 

"Not  now.  It  will  never  be  what  it  was  to  me 
before." 

Lewis  Ransome  and  Hampton  came  out  of  the  villa 
and  descended  the  steps. 

Ramazan  turned  and  gripped  her  shoulder  with  his 
slender  fingers.  He  felt  his  control  gone  then.  He 
felt  himself  defeated.  Love  mastered  him,  not  he  love. 
Love  triumphed,  as  love  will  over  all  reason  and  the 
most  determined  wills  of  men. 

"  If  I  could  believe " 

"  Look  into  my  eyes,  Reuel." 

Clamour  continued  before  the  villa.  Lewis  and  the 
Captain  addressed  the  natives,  looked  over  the  car,  and 
then  came  back  up  the  steps. 

"  Valerie,  go  back  to  civilisation,  your  life — go  back 
to  it  for  six  months,  and  then,  at  the  end  of  that  time, 
I  will  come  to  you.  You  will  know  then  whether  you 
can  leave  it ;  whether  you  could  find  happiness  with 
me.  Till  then  I  will  wait  and  hope " 

Lewis  and  the  Captain  stepped  on  to  the  terrace. 

"  Reuel," — her  blue  eyes  were  suddenly  wide  and 
bright — "  I  shall  be  waiting.  I  shall  be  waiting  for 
you — whenever  you  come " 

The  two  Englishmen  stepped  up  to  them. 


CHAPTER  XXXVI 

SURAN,  situated  in  a  western  part  of  the  country  of 
Haidarabad,  lay  on  level  ground  between  rice- 
fields  and  wooded  forest.  Scarcely  a  village,  yet 
hardly  to  be  called  a  town,  it  was  fast  developing  under 
the  approach  of  civilisation.  Though  no  trams  went 
along  its  clean  streets,  a  railway  line  had  been  laid  to  it 
from  the  main  line  and  the  forest  was  giving  place  to 
cultivated  land.  About  its  streets  was  a  mixture  of  East 
and  West ;  civilisation  approaching  upon  the  pictur- 
esque East  and  the  latter  making  a  final  stand  against 
modern  life  and  ideas. 

The  mosque  was  Eastern,  a  picturesque,  wonderful 
building  of  green  and  gold ;  the  Government  house  a 
modern  villa  with  airy  rooms  and  cool  verandah.  Many 
trees  grew  between  houses  and  streets,  giving  coolness 
to  a  hot,  dusty  dwelling-place. 

A  party  of  Europeans  were  staying  at  the  villa  with 
the  Governor  and  his  wife,  a  party  who  had  driven  in 
from  the  country  in  a  powerful  yellow  car,  followed  by 
mounted  natives,  and  who,  in  the  heat  of  an  Indian 
afternoon,  were  seated  on  the  verandah,  smoking  and 
talking.  Behind  the  villa  their  escort  of  natives  spent 
lazy  hours,  awaiting  their  departure. 

As  the  men  talked  one  of  the  women  rose,  leant 
against  the  verandah  balustrade,  and  stood  looking  up 
the  street.  The  air  came  against  her  face,  hot,  fragrant 
with  many  scents  ;  a  heavy,  languorous  air  like  a  close, 
warm  breath.  She  turned  and,  with  a  few  words  to  the 
company,  stepped  off  the  verandah  into  the  villa.  One 
of  the  men  rose  and  followed  her,  but  in  the  house  she 
eluded  him  and  a  short  while  later  left  the  villa  by  a  side 
entrance,  alone. 
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Reaching  the  road  she  stopped,  screened  by  bushy 
rhododendrons  from  the  party  on  the  verandah.  At- 
tired in  a  neat,  white  costume  she  stood  a  slender, 
attractive  Englishwoman  amid  the  native  passers-by, 
but  she  cast  no  glance  upon  them.  There  was  a  light  in 
her  eyes  ;  a  light  half  hidden  by  the  down-falling  black 
lashes,  and  her  cheeks  were  slightly  tinted  with  soft 
colour.  A  faint  smile  parted  her  lips  as  she  stood  ; 
then,  crossing  the  road,  she  walked  quickly  up  it  in  the 
direction  of  the  mosque. 

The  hot  hours  of  the  afternoon  were  passing  ;  the  sun 
was  travelling  down  the  sky  to  the  west,  but  the  air  was 
still  warm  and  windless. 

The  mosque  stood  quite  near  to  the  Governor's  villa 
on  the  other  side  of  the  roadway,  a  beautiful,  ancient 
building  overlooking  a  small  modern  house.  A  garden 
surrounded  it,  a  garden  with  paved  walks,  small  palm 
trees  and  fragrant  bushes  and  flowers. 

The  woman  stepped  from  the  heat  and  dust  of  the 
road  into  the  coolness  and  fragrance  of  the  garden. 
She  passed  two  white-robed  natives.  Her  steps  were 
quick,  eager. 

By  the  marble  rim  of  a  large  playing  fountain  a  man 
stood.  He  was  slim  and  young,  his  face  dark,  but  not 
as  dark  as  an  Indian's,  and  pale  beneath  the  tan,  his 
slender  figure  clothed  in  a  tight,  white  coat  with  a  collar 
of  pearls.  A  ruby  was  fixed  in  the  white  and  gold  tur- 
ban he  wore  and  jewels  flashed  on  his  slender  fingers,  yet 
with  scarcely  more  brightness  than  did  the  crystal  drops 
which  fell  in  a  cascade  from  the  playing  fountain. 

He  turned  as  the  white  girl  stepped  round  a  tamarisk 
bush  up  to  the  fountain.  They  were  clasped  in  each 
other's  arms. 

The  quietness  and  stillness  of  the  garden  gave  a  sense 
of  exquisite  peace.  The  road  in  which  noisy  life  moved 
seemed  completely  shut  out  by  the  trees  and  a  raised 
terrace. 

The  birds,  disturbed  by  the  coming  of  the  woman, 
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returned  to  the  fountain,  to  drink  and  play  with  the 
cool  water,  to  scatter  about  the  path.  When  the  man 
and  woman  moved  they  went  up  to  the  trees,  with 
startled  cries,  like  a  coloured  cloud. 

Brown  eyes  looked  into  blue  eyes.  There  was  not  the 
need  for  words.  Parted  !  How  could  such  a  thing  be  ! 
How  could  that  be  between  them  !  Eager  lips  met  and 
clung  together. 

The  sun  sank  towards  the  western  horizon,  flooding 
the  land  with  rich,  gold  light.  The  sky  in  the  east 
turned  to  deepest  sapphire. 

'  Valerie !  "  the  man  burst  out,  speaking  first. 
"  Why  are  you  here  ?  Why  have  you  come  ?  " 

The  woman  slipped  her  hands  up  to  his  shoulders. 

"  Why  have  you  followed  ?  "  she  answered  him  with 
questions,  her  lips  soft  and  parted.  "  Why  have  you 
followed  us,  Reuel  ?  " 

Silence  fell  again  by  the  fountain.  Neither  saw  the 
need  to  answer. 

'  Your  party ?  "  began  the  man. 

"  They  cannot  influence  me  any  more  than  your  posi- 
tion does  you,  Reuel,"  she  answered.  "  I  have  come 
to  the  man  to  whom  I  belong — by  the  right  of  Love — 
and  no  one  could  stop  me." 

The  man's  ardent  eyes  gleamed  above  her  head,  and 
a  faint  smile  curved  his  even  mouth. 

"  There  is  only  one  man  who  can  rule  and  dominate 
me." 

"  And  you  do  not  hate  him  ?  "  He  bent  his  head 
and  whispered,  and  waited  for  her  answer. 

"  No — I  love  him,"  her  lips  murmured  against  his. 

"  Valerie,  why  have  you  been  so  slow  in  travelling  ?  " 
he  went  on  after  a  while.  "  Why  have  you  stayed  here 
so  long  ?  " 

She  raised  her  head  and  looked  up  at  him. 

"  I  waited  for  you." 

"  Waited  for  me  ?  "  he  whispered. 

"  Yes,"  she  said.     "  I  waited  for  you." 
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His  arms  went  tight  about  her,  crushing  her  up 
against  him  ;  he  bent,  pressing  his  lips  full  upon  hers 
in  a  close,  passionate  kiss,  which  she,  clinging  to  him, 
returned. 

The  gold  domes  of  the  mosque  turned  to  a  rose  pink 
in  the  rays  of  the  setting  sun.  About  the  garden  a  faint 
mist,  like  a  mauve  veil,  began  to  steal. 

"  It  was  inevitable,"  she  whispered.  "  You  see, 
there  can  be  no  question  of  parting  between  us." 

He  held  her  against  him  without  speaking. 

"  Tell  me,  Reuel," — her  voice  was  soft  and  low, — 
"  why  have  you  followed  us  ?  " 

"  You  ask  me  that !  Dear  heart,  I  could  not  help  it. 
I  had  to  be  near  you.  I  could  not  go  back  to  Kash- 
mine." 

She  laughed,  a  low,  happy  laugh  against  him. 

"  I  knew  you  would  have  to  come.  Knowing  you 
loved  me,  I  knew  you  would  have  to  come  to  me." 

He  looked  down  at  her  with  dark,  level  eyes  that  had 
a  smouldering  glint  of  passion  in  their  depth. 

"  You  knew  that  ?  Knowing  also  how  determined  I 
can  be ?  " 

She  shook  her  head,  her  lips  still  parted. 

"  I  knew  you  would  have  to  come." 

He  crushed  her  against  him,  and  the  passionate  clasp 
of  his  strong  arms  about  her  slender  body  almost  hurt 
her,  but  to  her  it  was  a  sweet  pain,  and  his  lips  were  hot 
and  clinging  on  hers.  She  thrilled  to  the  passion  she 
felt  in  him  and  was  exquisitely  happy  in  the  knowledge 
that  he  had  been  forced  to  yield.  - 

"  I  waited,"  she  whispered,  her  cheek  against  his. 
"  I  hoped  you  would  nothave  the  strength  to  resist " 

"  You  know  how  hard  it  was  for  me,  thinking  I  had 
to  live — without  love — after  you  had  gone  ?  I  could 
not  forget  you  for  one  moment,  I  could  not  control  my 

longing Ah,  Valerie — beloved — I  could  not  give 

you  up  !     I  could  not  let  you  go.     My  love,  after  all,  is 
selfish  for  I  could  not  let  you  go.    Dear  heart,  I  could 
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not  do  it.  You  are  mine — mine  !  A  few  more  days 
and  you  would  have  been  in  Poona,  and  I  was  striving 
to  let  you  go — but  it  was  so  hard — so  hard.  My  love, 
indeed,  must  be  utterly  selfish,  but " 

"  Ah,  no ;  'tis  merciful,  Ramazan.  You  have 
brought  me  back  happiness  in  bringing  me  back — 
your  love " 

"  Valerie — dear  heart — do  I  bring  you  happiness  ?  " 
His  dark  eyes  gleamed  suddenly  down  into  hers.  "  Do 
you  want  me — as  I  want  you  ?  Ah,  beloved,  I  will 
strive  to  be  worthy " 

"  My  Prince,  you  are  utterly  worthy."  She  pressed 
her  fingers  against  his  lips.  "  Haven't  I  some  retribu- 
tion to  make ?  " 

His  lips  silenced  hers  ;  pressing  her  against  him  he 
kissed  her  cheeks,  her  bare  throat.  Valerie  laughed 
softly,  her  darkly  blue  eyes  closing  beneath  the  passion- 
ate touch  of  his  warm,  strong  lips. 

"  Oh,  Reuel " 

"  Ah,  Valerie,  I  could  not  give  you  up.  If  anyone 
takes  you  to  Poona  it  shall  be  I — to  marry  you  !  To 
make  you  mine  beyond  all  escape.  I  want  love — your 
love — so  much  ;  I  could  not  let  it  go  from  me " 

"  Ah,  I  know."  She  raised  her  head,  pressing  her 
cheek  against  his.  "  I  know.  So  you  shall  have  it ' ' 

He  drew  a  ring  from  one  of  his  slender  fingers,  a  ring 
of  Eastern  design,  a  crescent  of  white  stones  holding  a 
ruby  star,  and  slipped  it  on  a  finger  of  her  left  hand. 
She  pressed  her  lips  upon  it,  then  raised  them  to  meet 
his. 

The  sun  sank  below  the  horizon  in  a  blaze  of  crimson 
and  gold.  Like  a  soft,  dark,  jewelled  curtain,  the  dusk 
of  night  fell  about  the  land. 
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hired  teachers  is  here  shown  to  be  as  unnecessary  as  it  is  unnatural. 
The  book  is  written  in  the  light  of  the  latest  psychology  and  a  delight- 
fully unconventional  style  that  holds  the  reader  from  cover  to  cover. 
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BINDLE 

Some  chapters  in  the  Life  of  Joseph  Kindle.  One  of  the  most  popular 
books  ever  written.  as.  6d.  net. 

THE  NIGHT  CLUB 

Further  episodes  in  the  career  of  Bindle.  No  less  than  37,000  copies 
were  called  for  within  a  few  weeks  of  publication.  as.  6d.  net. 

ADVENTURES  OF  BINDLE 

Still  more  about  J.  B.  Two  editions,  completing  60,000  copies,  were 
ordered  before  the  book  appeared.  as.  5d.  net. 

MRS.  BINDLE 

Incidents  from  the  life  of  the  Bindles.   Among  other  things  it  tells 
how  Mrs.  Bindle  met  a  bull.  as.  6d.  net. 

THE  BINDLES  ON  THE  ROCKS 

Another  volume  of  stories  of  the  Bindle  menage.    Poor  old  Bindle 
loses  his  job  and  hard  times  are  endured.  as.  6d.  net. 

JOHN  DENE  OF  TORONTO 

A  comedy  of  Whitehall  which  struck  a  new  note  and  achieved  a 
new  success.  as.  6d.  net. 

MALCOLM  SAGE,  DETECTIVE 

Some  chapters  from  the  records  of  the  Malcolm  Sage  Bureau.    A 
book  of  thrills  and  mystery.  as.  6d.  net. 

PATRICIA  BRENT,  SPINSTER 

A  comedy  of  the  times,  that  has  stirred  five  continents  to  laughter. 

as.  6d.  net. 

THE  RAIN- GIRL 

A  romance  of  to-day,  telling  how  Richard  Beresford  set  out  to  tramp 
the  roads  as  a  vagabond.  as.  6d.  net. 

THE  RETURN  OF  ALFRED 

A  comedy  of  mis-identification  by  which  a  man  is  proclaimed  a 
returned  prodigal.  as.  6d.  net. 

THE  STIFFSONS 

The  troubles  of  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Stiffson,  and  how  Mr.  Stiflson  bought 
a  parrot.    The  book  also  contains  other  stories.  as.  6d.  net. 
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